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Ten key messages 
1 | Textiles are a fundamental component of today’s agricultural, construction and 

industrial sectors. They have always played a central role in different cultures and 
identities, especially in the form of clothing and footwear, and are key to human 
well-being.  

2 | In recent decades, the surging demand for textiles has driven rapid growth. The 
increasing competition in the global textile market has in turn led to a value chain 
that seeks to keep costs to a minimum – an objective achieved by means of low-
tech systems, inexpensive materials and the outsourcing of production processes 
to countries with low environmental and social standards.  

3 | This growth has increasingly created a globally interconnected and complex 
clothing and textile industry, in which the EU has taken on a central role as an end 
consumer and manufacturing partner. Germany too has become a key trading 
partner: worldwide, Germany is the second-largest importer of clothing and 
footwear and the fifth-largest importer of textiles.  

4 | Due to its current linear value chain, the textile industry’s high production and 
consumption volumes have led to the generation of vast quantities of waste. This 
is regarded as one of the sector’s crucial environmental impacts. Further impacts 
involve the intensive use of resources and land, water consumption and 
contamination, greenhouse gas emissions and the release of pollutants into the air 
and onto the land. Textile consumption by Europe alone is responsible for the use 
of 676 million tonnes of primary raw materials (e.g., natural fibres, fossil fuels for 
the production of synthetic fibres, transport and processing, and/or chemicals), 
53 billion m3 of water, 360,000 km2 of land, and for the emission of 335 million 
tonnes of CO2eq. 

5 | The waste issues arising at several points along the value chain underline the 
textile industry’s need for a comprehensive transformation – away from the linear 
take-make-dispose model towards closed loops, in which waste flows are 
minimised and/or reintroduced into the system as secondary raw materials. The 
concept of a circular economy offers such a systemic approach and can be 
achieved by implementing circular measures along the value chain. It is thus 
regarded as a source of leverage or a tool that contributes to the reduction of 
resource consumption and associated environmental impacts.  

6 | It has only been in the past few years that the textile industry received special 
attention in EU-wide sustainability strategies. Currently, there is still a lack of EU 
guidance on the question of how a circular economy for textiles could be 
implemented at the national level. It is therefore not surprising that measures, 
targets and indicators for implementing circularity and textile waste prevention 
have varied among member states so far. On the basis of the rationale that 
fragmented measures at national level will not be sufficient to bring about a 
transformation of such a globally interconnected industry as the textile business, 
the European Commission published its EU Textiles Strategy on 30 March 2022. 
This strategy provides – as part of the Circular Economy Package – the framework 
for a joint transformation project at the European as well as the national level. 
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7 | The EU Textiles Strategy visualizes a textile industry in 2030, where textile 
products brought onto the EU market are durable, recyclable, largely made from 
recycled fibres, free of hazardous substances and manufactured with respect for 
social rights and the environment. The strategy lists individual steps following 
circular economy principles that it is going to take to achieve this vision. Overall, 
those can be classified as follows: (1) reducing textile waste and promoting 
circular measures and (2) minimising environmental impacts.  

8 | The future National Circular Economy Strategy announced by Germany’s new 
federal government needs to have a specific focus on the topic of textiles and 
should represent the starting point for a Circular Textiles Roadmap. The goal of 
this roadmap should be to precisely define the responsibilities of policymakers 
and of the industrial sector as well as specific targets and scheduled milestones. 
Adequate funding must be provided to ensure the successful implementation of 
the roadmap. 

9 | The move from increasingly excessive “fast fashion” towards a circular textile 
economy requires clear economic incentives. As soon as companies have to 
contribute to the costs of collection and recycling, these costs should be linked to 
the circularity of the products and business models: those who put poor-quality 
clothing on the market that is practically impossible to recycle after use should 
have to pay significantly higher contributions than companies that align their 
products and processes with circular economy principles. 

10 | Given the globalised nature of the textile value chain, a roadmap for circular 
economy should be designed to avoid isolated national efforts. It should develop 
the foundations for the implementation of the EU Textiles Strategy and at the 
same time position Germany as a pioneer of the circular textile economy. This 
approach would require key flagship projects, supporting evaluations, and close 
dialogues with other EU member states. 
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1 The development of the textile industry – its increasing social 
and economic relevance 
 

Textiles are an integral part of today’s agricultural, construction and industrial 
sector and are also used in various areas of life; for example, in public transport as 
seating, in public and private interiors as curtains or carpets, or in the medical field 
as dressings. Textiles also play an elementary role in our lives in the form of clothing 
and shoes. Clothing in particular has always been an important aspect of cultures 
and identities, and is therefore fundamental to human well-being (Blum, 2021). 

Over the last few decades, the demand for textiles and especially clothing, has 
increased in such a way that their use can no longer be attributed to the satisfaction 
of basic needs. Since 1975, population growth has almost doubled while textile 
production tripled (IVC, 2021). The number of garments manufactured worldwide 
doubled between 2000 and 2014 alone, and in 2014 amounted to the equivalent of 
around 14 items of clothing produced per person (Remy et al., 2016). This trend can 
be attributed to a textile industry that is increasingly geared towards mass 
consumption – in other words, fast fashion. The resulting international competition 
among textile suppliers to secure a monopoly position on the global market has led 
to value chains becoming more and more cost-optimised. This has driven the use of 
low-tech systems and inexpensive materials and the outsourcing of production 
processes to countries with low environmental and social standards and low labour 
costs. As a consequence, garments have come onto the market that have a much 
shorter lifespan and are increasingly treated as disposable products (Remy et al., 
2016).  

The unwavering revenue growth in the global apparel market (Figure 1) reflects this 
trend. Although the international market has been hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
with revenue falling back to 2014 levels in 2020, the industry is predicted to recover 
quickly. Revenue is expected to reach a new high as early as 2022, rising to a value 
of US$2,247 billion by 2025.  
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Figure 1: Revenue of the global apparel market (source: Statista, 2021b) 

 

The rapid growth of the textile and clothing industry has also been accompanied by 
an increase in global interconnectedness and complexity. As a result, the value chain 
for an item of clothing can span several countries and continents. For example, 
while the cotton for a T-shirt is grown in Greece, spun into yarn in Turkey and 
processed to create cloth in India, the stitching process takes place in Bangladesh 
before the garment ultimately ends up on the European market (Köhler et al., 2021). 

With a share of more than 20 per cent, the EU plays a key role in the international 
textile and clothing market, both as an end consumer and as a manufacturing 
partner (Köhler et al., 2021). In 2020 alone, around 6.9 million tonnes of textile 
products were manufactured in the EU (Duhoux et al., 2022). Production in the EU 
is focused on carpets, household textiles and other textiles (such as technical 
textiles).  

In addition, the volume of textiles imported into the EU has reached a significant 
level; the EU imports around 63 per cent of its finished textile products and 70 per 
cent of its finished fashion products (European Commission, 2021). In 2020, the 
volume of imported finished textile products thus amounted to 8.7 million tonnes, of 
which 45 per cent was clothing,1 making the EU the world’s second-largest importer 
of textiles (after China). This volume can be attributed to the high demand of EU 
countries, which is currently around 15 kg per person per year.  

Germany in particular plays a key role in both the EU and the global textile market. 
Calculated by weight, Germany is the world’s second-largest importer of clothing 
and footwear and the fifth-largest importer of textiles (Statista, 2021a). The 
country’s most significant import partners include China, Bangladesh and Turkey, 
with around half of the total import volume coming from China and Bangladesh 

 
1 This figure stands in contrast to an export volume of 3.9 million tonnes, of which clothing again accounted for approximately 

half (48 per cent). 
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(Oxford Economics, 2021). Germany also plays a central role as an export partner 
for textiles. Calculated by value, Germany ranks second worldwide (Statista, 2021a) 
and was responsible for around 12 per cent of all clothing exports in 2018.  

Domestic production, however, is experiencing a downward trend leading to the 
assumption that Germany is becoming less attractive as a manufacturing location 
for textiles (bvse, 2020). Between 2015 and 2018, the production of clothing, shoes 
and leather goods had already declined by 9.7 per cent and household textiles by 
3.2 per cent (bvse, 2020).  

The German textile and clothing industry suffered additional revenue losses due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Compared with 2017 figures, revenue in the clothing sector 
fell by 25 per cent and in the entire textile industry by 11 per cent (Destatis, 2022). 
However, positive growth trends for the years ahead have been forecasted in these 
areas, too: by 2025, revenue is expected to rise by 17 per cent reaching pre-pandemic 
levels (Statista, 2021a).2  

These developments not only underline the relevance of the EU and Germany in the 
global textile and clothing market – putting them in a position to act as key players 
in the trade and change-makers – they also illustrate the rapid development of a 
global textile industry whose unstoppable growth is predicted to continue in the 
future. This makes it all the more urgent to examine the associated negative impacts 
on the environment (Chapter 2) and to present possible solutions that envisage a 
comprehensive transformation (Chapter 3). 

 
2 Note: The figures used for the forecast only considered companies with annual revenues of more than €17,500, which means 

that some of the revenue figures deviate from the actual revenues (e.g. in comparison with Destatis, 2022a). 
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2 Environmental consequences along the textile value chain 

2.1 Overview of environmental impacts and the role of European 
consumption  
The production and consumption of textiles has far-reaching social and 
environmental repercussions, which has been exacerbated by the relentless growth 
of the textile industry in recent decades. Not only do working conditions that are in 
contravention of human rights and harmful to health exist in production facilities 
(most prominently shown by the collapse of the Rana Plaza garment factory in 
Bangladesh in 2013) but the industry also causes irreversible damage to the 
environment. The impacts include the intensive use of resources and land, water 
consumption and contamination, greenhouse gas emissions and the release of 
pollutants into the air and onto land.  

The extent of impact is firstly determined by the choice of fibre, which can be based 
on both natural and fossil-based resources; the production of natural fibres such as 
cotton, on the one hand, requires large areas of land, water, pesticides and fertilisers 
(Niinimäki et al., 2020). With an annual production volume of approximately 
25 million tonnes, cotton production is responsible for about 10 per cent of pesticide 
use, 25 per cent of insecticide use and 2.5 per cent of water consumption globally 
(Koszewska, 2018). Producing one single cotton T-shirt consumes around 
2,700 litres of water being equivalent to the amount of water a person drinks in 2.5 
years (European Parliamentary Research Service, 2020). The production of 
synthetic fibres like polyester, on the other hand, is based on fossil raw materials 
like crude oil. The high demand for synthetic fibres explains the extensive use of 
non-renewable resources (including crude oil and chemicals) in textile production, 
amounting to about 98 million tonnes every year (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
2017). As a result, the textile sector is responsible for up to 15 per cent of worldwide 
plastic consumption and is thus the largest consumer of plastics after packaging and 
construction (Changing Markets Foundation, 2021). This intensive demand for 
synthetic fibres gives rise to further environmental problems, as abrasion causes the 
plastic in clothing to be released into the environment in the form of microplastics. 
According to estimates, around half a million tonnes of these microplastics are 
generated annually, equivalent to 50 billion plastic bottles (Changing Markets 
Foundation, 2021; Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). The textile industry is thus 
estimated to be the source of 9 per cent of the microplastics in the oceans 
(Manshoven et al., 2021; UNEP, 2020). 

Large amounts of energy are also required at each stage of the value chain indicating 
the textile industry´s significant impact on the climate (Niinimäki et al., 2020). A 
study by McKinsey concluded that the global fashion industry emitted around 
2.1 billion tonnes of CO2 in 2018, equivalent to 4 per cent of total global emissions 
(McKinsey, 2020).3 Around 70 per cent of this can be attributed to upstream 
activities and 30 per cent to downstream activities, such as retail, the use phase and 
waste management (McKinsey, 2020). 

 
3 This volume is equal to the combined emissions of France, Germany and the United Kingdom.  
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Given the EU’s key role as an import partner, it is not surprising that European 
consumption accounts for a substantial share of these environmental impacts. A 
study by the European Environment Agency has shown that the EU’s annual 
consumption of textiles (comprising clothing, footwear and household textiles) is 
dependent on around 676 million tonnes of primary raw materials (e.g., natural 
fibres, fossil fuels for the production of synthetic fibres, transport and processing, 
and/or chemicals). That is in addition to 53 billion m3 of water, 360,000 km2 of land 
and the emission of 335 million tonnes of CO2eq (Manshoven et al., 2019). In 
relative terms, this makes textile consumption the second-largest impact category 
with regard to European land use, the fourth largest in terms of raw material and 
water use (after the food, housing and transport sectors) and the fifth largest for 
greenhouse gas emissions (Manshoven et al., 2019). Due to the globally 
interconnected structure of the textile sector, the majority of these impacts take 
place in the countries of extraction and production outside the EU. This is the case 
for 85 per cent of the primary raw materials use, 92 per cent of the water 
consumption, 93 per cent of the land use and 76 per cent of the greenhouse gas 
emissions (Manshoven et al., 2019). 

The current linear structure of the textile system with its high production and 
consumption volumes results also in high volumes of waste, which, due to the lack of 
end-of-life solutions, are to be seen as one of the main negative impacts of the textile 
industry and are elaborated in the following.   

2.2 Issues surrounding textile waste and waste volumes in Germany  
The volume of waste generated by the fashion industry is estimated to be around 
92 million tonnes per year worldwide. In addition, an increase of 60 per cent 
(compared with 2015 figures) is predicted by 2030 (Global Fashion Agenda, 2017). 
There are many reasons for the rising quantities of textile waste. However, one 
important point is that, despite the growing production volume, there is a lack of 
solutions to reduce the amount of waste being generated and/or to return it to the 
system as a secondary raw material with maximum resource efficiency. According to 
an evaluation by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, only around 13 per cent of textile 
fibres are currently recycled worldwide and less than 1 per cent is recovered in fibre-
to-fibre recycling (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). This ultimately means that 
around one truckload of textiles is sent to landfill or incinerated every second (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2021). Furthermore, the declining collection rates of high-
quality textiles (that would be suitable for reuse and recycling) present another 
crucial issue due to poor product qualities: While 20 years ago, 65 per cent of used 
textiles were suitable for reuse, this proportion dropped to approximately 50 per 
cent (GIZ, 2017). 

Within the EU, a decrease in textile waste generation of around 46 per cent can be 
observed for the period between 2004 and 2018 (see Figure 2). This is also reflected 
in the waste generation development of France (-51 per cent), Italy (-31 per cent) 
and the United Kingdom (-47 per cent). In Germany, on the other hand, textile 
waste increased by 52 per cent in the same period. With a textile waste volume of 
339 thousand tonnes, Germany was responsible for 16 per cent of all EU textile 
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waste in 2018 and was therefore placed second highest in waste generation after 
Italy (covering 24 per cent).  

 

Figure 2: Development of textile waste volumes4 in Germany and other economies compared to 2004 
levels (source: Eurostat, own illustration) 

 

Around 62 per cent of the volume collected in Germany ends up on national or 
international second-hand markets or is being reused. The recovery rate (e.g., 
downcycling to produce cleaning cloths) covers 14 per cent, while around 12 per cent 
goes to recycling. Approximately 8 per cent of textile waste in Germany is thermally 
recycled and 4 per cent is disposed of (bvse, 2020). Although it remains unclear 
what happens to old clothing from Germany and Europe sent to international 
second-hand markets (here, too, serious environmental harm must be assumed)5, it 
can be said that 52,500 tonnes of old clothes disposed of in Germany, probably end 
up on international landfill sites (bvse, 2020).  

 
4 Textile and leather waste, textile packaging, used textiles, waste from fibre preparation and production, waste from tanned 

leather, separately collected textiles and leather waste.  
5 A substantial share of the textile waste exported for reuse ultimately finds its way into landfill due to market oversaturation and 

poor quality, leading to the formation of huge mountains of textiles in, e.g., South America’s deserts or on the coasts of 
Africa. See also: ‘Mountains of second-hand clothes in the Atacama Desert in Chile‘ 
(https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/amerika/muellhalde-atacama-wueste-101.html) and ‘On the outskirts of towns and 
villages in Ghana‘ (https://www.deutschlandfunknova.de/beitrag/ghanas-muellberge-aus-klamotten-der-europaeische-
secondhand-albtraum). 
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3 Moving from a linear to a circular textile industry  

3.1 Conceptualizing a circular economy for textiles 
In the textile industry, natural raw materials such as cotton or hemp are required to 
produce natural fibres, while man-made raw materials such as crude oil are 
processed into synthetic fibres. The choice or composition of fibres has a substantial 
influence not only on a product’s upstream and downstream environmental 
footprint, as described above, but also on its properties like durability and longevity 
(Dissanayake & Weerasinghe, 2021). The individual production steps thereby 
involve preparing the fibres and yarns, bleaching, dyeing and finishing, followed by 
garment assembly (Fletcher, 2008). Textile waste can be created throughout these 
production steps due to, for instance, process errors or offcuts (so-called post-
industrial waste). But textile waste is also generated in distribution and retail phase 
(commercial waste), for example when textile products do not meet a company’s 
quality requirements or expectations, or when no end consumers are found (creating 
‘deadstock‘). The textile waste produced up to this point occurs before the use phase 
and is thus classified as pre-consumer waste (Koszewska, 2018). The textile waste 
generated during or after the use phase (post-consumer waste), on the other hand, 
makes up the majority of textile waste. As this waste problem arises at several 
stages, it underlines the need for a comprehensive transformation of the textile 
industry – away from the linear take-make-dispose model and towards closed loops 
in which waste flows are minimised and/or reintroduced into the system as 
secondary raw materials. The concept of a circular economy offers just such a 
systemic approach and can be achieved by implementing circular measures along 
the value chain. It is thus regarded as a source of leverage or a tool that contributes 
towards reducing resource consumption and the associated negative environmental 
impacts (Gözet & Wilts, 2022).  

The following figure illustrates how a circular textile industry of this kind can be 
envisioned at all stages of the value chain. It shows that various circular measures 
can minimise both pre-consumer and post-consumer waste and thus also other 
negative environmental impacts throughout the textile system. 
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In the process of envisioning a circular economy, circular design is paramount. 
Design determines not only the longevity6 of a product, but also the potential i.e. the 
frequency of returning it or its materials back to the system (ECOS, 2021). In the 
case of a recyclable product (i.e., one designed for recycling), for example, the 
materials can be spun back into fibres reducing the need for additional primary raw 
materials. In addition, a longer lifespan can be achieved through a design-for-reuse. 
Distribution and retail can also contribute to circularity by providing a marketplace 
for textile products that may still be suitable for reuse at the end of the use phase. A 
market can be created for the surplus deadstock in this phase as well.  

Due to the relatively high proportion of textile waste generated during and after the 
use phase, a mix of measures should be emphasized at this point in particular. 
Crucial here is a change in consumption patterns referring to the refusal and 

 
6 Design for longevity incorporates two aspects: design for durability and design made to last, with the latter also taking 

emotional attachment to the product into account (Dissanayake & Weerasinghe, 2021). 

Figure 3: The circular economy for textiles (source: own illustration) 
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reduction of new purchases and the reuse of products already in circulation. After 
all, textile products can often be repaired and shared within the network of 
consumers for further use.  

Addressing the question of how a resilient textile industry could look like when 
consumption is reduced and products are designed to be long-lasting highlights the 
need for fresh entrepreneurial thinking carried forward into a holistically 
transformed system with the establishment of new business models (Gözet & Wilts, 
2022). For this approach to succeed, the cooperation of companies, civil society and 
the political system will be required since future-oriented strategies can serve as a 
driving force for introducing efficient measures and provide the necessary 
framework (Gözet et al., 2021).  

3.2 Current political framework 
It is only in the last few years that the textile industry has received special attention 
in EU-wide sustainability strategies.  

The EU’s Circular Economy Action Plan (European Commission, 2020) highlighted 
the textile industry as a key sector in terms of the transformation to a circular 
economy. In doing so, it paved the way for Europe to take responsibility for its 
textile waste and attached high political relevance to the textile industry as part of 
the European Circular Economy Strategy and the European Green Deal (European 
Commission, 2019).  

The amended EU Waste Framework Directive ((EU) 851/2018), with its overarching 
goal of valuing waste as a resource for reuse, also requires EU member states to 
collect their textile waste separately from 2025. The purpose of doing so is to 
minimise the amount of non-recyclable textile waste and to stimulate activities that 
support repair, reuse and recycling.  

However, there is still no EU guidance on how a circular economy for textiles could 
be implemented at national level. It is therefore not surprising that measures, 
targets and indicators for implementing and monitoring circularity and textile waste 
prevention vary among member states. This was also the conclusion of an analysis 
by the European Environment Agency, which examined national waste prevention 
programmes. The broad range of these measures and intervention points is 
presented in Box 1 by means of examples.  
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Box 1: Overview of different measures taken by EU member states to 
prevent textile waste and implement circularity 
 
Market-based incentives 

n Reduction of value added tax on repairs of bicycles, shoes, leather goods, 
clothing and electrical appliances from 1 January 2017 in Sweden (from 
25 per cent to 12 per cent) and from 1 January 2021 in Austria (from 
20 per cent to 10 per cent). 

n A 50 per cent reduction in repair costs through the state subsidy of labour 
costs for textile repairs (Sweden). 

n Reduction of patent taxes for small businesses whose activities lead to the 
reuse of a product (e.g., repair of shoes, furniture and clothing) (Bulgaria). 

n Working towards setting environmental targets for public procurement of 
textiles and textile-related services (Denmark). 
 

Voluntary agreements and cooperation platforms 

n Partnerships with certain suppliers to increase the market share of textiles 
with eco-labels or textiles made with only a minimal amount of chemical 
substances (Iceland). 

n Partnership with companies and organisations with the slogan “Give your 
clothes a longer life” (Denmark). 

 
(Source: Gözet et al., 2021) 
 

 

Although the revised waste prevention programmes take more account of textile 
waste and consider more measures, fragmented approaches at national levels will 
not be sufficient to bring about a transformation of such a globally interconnected 
industry as the textile system. On the basis of this rationale, the European 
Commission published its EU Textiles Strategy on 30 March 2022 as part of the 
Circular Economy Package. This strategy provides the future framework for a joint 
transformation project at both the European and the national level.  
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4. A new milestone: the EU Textiles Strategy and its 
significance for Germany 

4.1  Overview of the EU Textiles Strategy  
The EU Textiles Strategy puts forward a clear vision for the textile industry for 
2030:  

“By 2030, textile products brought onto the EU market will be durable and 
recyclable, largely made from recycled fibres, free of hazardous substances and 
manufactured with respect for social rights and the environment. Consumers will 
also benefit from high-quality, affordable textiles. Fast fashion will no longer be 
fashionable, while economically profitable reuse and repair services will be widely 
available. In the competitive, resilient and innovative textiles sector, producers will 
take responsibility for their products along the value chain, especially when they 
become waste. This will be possible with the support of sufficient capacities for fibre-
to-fibre recycling, which will minimise the incineration and landfilling of textiles” 
(European Commission, 2022). 

The strategy sets out clear action areas and outlines practical steps, which are 
presented below by referring to key circular economy principles. 

 

n Reduction of textile waste and promotion of circular measures 
 
n Binding Ecodesign Directive 

In order to improve the performance of textiles in terms of durability, reusability, 
repairability, and fibre-to-fibre recycling capability, the Commission envisages the 
development of mandatory product-specific ecodesign requirements.  

n Ending the destruction of unsold/returned textiles  

The Commission plans to introduce bans on the destruction of unsold products, 
potentially including unsold or returned textiles. To this end, it proposes the 
introduction of a transparency obligation under the Ecodesign for Sustainable 
Products Regulation that will require large companies to disclose the number of 
products (including textiles) discarded and destroyed and their further treatment in 
terms of preparation for reuse, recycling, incineration or landfill.  

Furthermore, the Commission will work together with the industry to explore 
options to reduce the high return rates in e-commerce via digital precision 
technologies and on how to encourage on-demand customised manufacturing.  

n Controlled export of textile waste  

In accordance with the latest Commission proposal for new EU rules on waste 
shipments, the export of textile waste to non-OECD countries will only be allowed 
under certain proof of sustainability. The aim of this measure is to prevent textile 
waste consignments from being exported as supposed second-hand products only to 
end up in international landfill sites. In addition, the Commission has set the goal of 
creating more transparency in the global trade of used textiles and textile waste.  
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n Sustainability expectations 

The successful realisation of a circular economy will require well-informed 
consumers. Under the plans, they would need to be provided with information about 
the guarantee of durability and the reparability of a textile product directly at the 
point of sale. Claims relating to the sustainability of a product would only be 
permissible if they are supported by evidence such as certifications (minimum 
criteria are due to be presented in the context of the Green Claims Initiative).  

The Commission intends to support projects that strengthen the sustainability of 
fashion while meeting the requirements in terms of aesthetics and inclusivity.  

n Closed-loop material cycles 

In its strategy, the Commission also stresses that closed-loop recycling processes 
should be prioritised. Where textiles are concerned, this would involve fibre-to-fibre 
recycling, while the addition of r-PET to the closed-loop model is undesirable.  

Among other things, this approach requires an increased focus on industrial 
research and innovation, which the Commission aims to develop within the 
framework of a Circular Industrial Technologies Roadmap.  

n Producer responsibility 

In order to reduce textile waste and decouple it from the growth of the textile sector, 
the Commission will propose a harmonised EU Extended Producer Responsibility 
(EPR) scheme for textiles with eco-modular fees in the upcoming revision of the 
Waste Framework Directive in 2023.  

In this regard, a significant proportion of the contributions from the EPR system will 
be used for waste prevention measures and preparation for reuse.  

 

n Minimising negative environmental impacts 

The Commission also aims to use a design approach to reduce the environmental 
footprint of the textile industry. By developing a list of criteria for safe and 
sustainable chemicals and materials, it will support the industry in substituting 
substances of concern as far as possible and minimising their use.  

The environmental pollution caused by microplastics, which are released through 
the abrasion of synthetic fibres, is also addressed in the Textiles Strategy. Binding 
design requirements including prevention and reduction measures, will be 
introduced to minimise this issue. The measures will target manufacturing 
processes, pre-washing in industrial production facilities, labelling, and the 
promotion of innovative materials. 

4.2   New political requirements for Germany 
With regard to the practical implementation of this extremely ambitious EU Textiles 
Strategy, Germany has the opportunity to position itself as a pioneer of a circular 
textile value chain and thus to play a significant role in protecting the climate and 
environment on the one hand, while at the same time it can contribute to the long-
term competitiveness of its industrial sector. 
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In recent decades, Germany’s relevance as a production location for the textile 
industry has declined steadily. The transition to a circular economy could help to 
reverse this trend and give the textile industry in Germany a new lease of life with 
innovative concepts. At the same time, Germany would also honour its pledges to 
assume international responsibility as a key trading partner in the global textile 
market.  

The German federal government has already taken various steps in this direction. 
For example, it announced the development of a National Circular Economy 
Strategy, which should have a specific focus on the textile value chain. On the 
subject of textiles, Germany’s Waste Prevention Programme (“Wertschätzen statt 
wegwerfen” – “Value it, don’t throw it away”) already contains numerous ideas for 
preventing waste, which are aimed at federal, state and municipal governments as 
well as consumers and economic operators. What is needed now is a clear and 
binding implementation process for these measures that places the specific waste 
prevention dimension within the overall process of a transformation to a circular 
system. 

This requires a clear roadmap, which  

n precisely defines the responsibilities of policymakers and the industrial 
sector,  

n contains specific targets and scheduled milestones and  
n is backed by adequate funding to ensure its successful implementation. 

As part of a roadmap of this kind, it is important to build on existing resources and 
areas of potential. Actors such as Germany’s consumer associations, the 
Gemeinschaft für Textile Zukunft (Future of Textiles Association) or the German 
Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ) and its Partnership for Sustainable 
Textiles have long been working on pivotal adjustments to the textile value chain. 
The task of the roadmap should be the integration of concepts developed there into a 
consistent overall approach that, building on the provisions of the Textiles Strategy, 
encompasses the following aspects and positions Germany as a pioneer of a circular 
textile industry: 

 

n Transparent definition of responsibilities 

The core design principle behind a climate-neutral and resource-efficient circular 
economy is the EPR concept. The idea involves that whoever places products on the 
market takes responsibility for both the environmental effects associated with the 
production phase as well as the post-use phase (OECD, 2004). In Germany, this 
principle already applies to various products including packaging, vehicles and 
batteries – but not to textiles. In the 1990s, Germany played a global pioneering role 
in the implementation of the producer responsibility concept with, for example, the 
introduction of the ‘Grüner Punkt‘ industry-funded packaging recycling system, 
from which it continues to see economic benefits today (Prognos AG, 2020). 
Appropriate concepts are also needed specifically for the large clothing chains. The 
licence fees raised in such a scheme should be put towards not only collection and 
recycling, but also reuse and waste prevention.  
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So far, the German federal government has announced its intention to introduce a 
Transparency Ordinance, in accordance with which companies will need to give 
detailed reports on the quantities of their unsold or returned products and the 
further process of those. Building on this, manufacturers should be required to set 
clear and binding targets for the prevention of textile waste, while the destruction of 
unused goods should be banned. Of course, such targets and stipulations only 
become truly relevant when the consequences of failing to achieve them are clearly 
defined.  

At the same time, Germany’s Act on Corporate Due Diligence Obligations in Supply 
Chains (LkSG) should be expanded to take the circular economy and sustainable 
waste management along the entire value chain into consideration. Importantly, this 
would also need to encompass international platforms on which clothing in 
particular is increasingly purchased: the same rules must apply to all, regardless of 
where the goods come from. 

n Economic incentives for circular products 

The move away from increasingly excessive “fast fashion” towards a circular textile 
economy needs clear economic incentives. As soon as companies have to contribute 
to the costs of collection and recycling, the costs should be linked to the circularity of 
the products and business models: those who put poor-quality clothing on the 
market that is practically impossible to recycle after use should have to pay 
significantly higher contributions than companies that align their products and 
processes with the circular economy. Such concepts have already been successfully 
introduced in France, for example, and for packaging in Italy; similar solutions are 
also needed for the clothing sector in Germany. 

However, this approach must be based on clear assessment criteria: What is the 
technical durability of garments? When can a garment be repaired with reasonable 
effort? Which method of recovery should be used for which type of material? 
Standards and norms will be required, such as those currently being identified in the 
DIN CE Standardisation Roadmap. Circular business concepts such as borrowing 
instead of buying and second-hand models must also be considered as an essential 
part of these assessment criteria.  

n Closed-loop material cycles 

The European Commission announced the requirement of separate collection of 
textiles from 1 January 2025. The recycling bank collection concept commonly used 
in Germany today, however, is already reaching its limits. The textiles collected in 
this system are often dirty, not sorted according to any obvious criteria and usually 
include items of clothing only. According to the latest analysis of non-recyclable 
waste undertaken by the German Environment Agency (Umweltbundesamt), more 
than 4 kg of textile waste per person is binned each year and is thus not recovered in 
any recycling process (Dornbusch et al., 2020). 

What is needed, therefore, are nationwide pilot projects to identify intelligent ways 
of collecting textiles that lead to the establishment of closed-loop material cycles of 
the highest-possible quality and incorporate reuse and preparation for reuse. Some 
initial ideas exist already, such as smart container concepts, take-back systems in 
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shops and deposit systems – but a coordinated overall system has not yet been 
envisioned. There should also be much greater focus on the consumers: What 
sorting criteria are easily understood? How can incentives be introduced to ensure 
the return of textiles to the most appropriate collection structure at the end-of-life? 
A significant improvement in transparency is another requirement: What happens 
to the clothes that are thrown into recycling banks? Here, digitalising product 
characteristics and information flows could be expedient, as incompatible systems 
and media usage unfortunately still prevail. 

n Putting technical innovations into practice 

The increasing quantity of textiles collected through measures outlined above needs 
to go hand in hand with an extensive recycling and reuse structure. In principle, 
Germany is in an excellent position when it comes to innovative sorting and 
recycling technologies. The technologies developed to facilitate high-quality 
recycling, for example for polycotton blends, needs to be implemented more widely 
– but the investments required are often not sufficient. 

This is where tax incentives are needed including, for instance, options for setting 
off necessary equipment against taxable income or making investments in research 
and development tax-deductible. In this context, a general reduction in the rate of 
value added tax for repair services would also provide important stimulus, and has 
already been implemented in certain EU countries. 

n Building awareness 

Ultimately, a successful transformation to a circular economy will need to consider 
consumers, as they will decide on the success or failure of circular alternatives 
through their consumption decisions. Labelling was a popular approach in the past 
but is no longer considered effective due to the overwhelming labyrinth of labels that 
already exist today. 

What is needed here is a communication concept, jointly supported by politicians 
and consumer institutions on the one hand and manufacturers and retailers on the 
other, that informs consumers on certain issues relating to clothing, such as its 
relevance to climate change. Today, most people are aware of the negative impacts 
of air travel; a similar awareness is needed with respect to the use of textiles. 
Consumers must thereby be able to see and evaluate best solutions at a glance. 

Throughout all these action areas, the clear requirement should be to avoid isolated 
national efforts. Given the globalised value chain, all activities should aim at 
developing the foundations for the joint implementation of the EU Textiles Strategy, 
while at the same time, Germany should target to position itself as a pioneer of the 
circular textile economy.  

This approach would require adequate funding to run key flagship projects, perform 
supporting evaluations and enter close dialogues with other EU member states. 
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