
TEXTILES/  
FABRIC WASTE 

DESCRIPTION: Consists of natural fibres (plant and animal based e.g. cotton, wool, linen and hemp), 
semisynthetics (man-made fibres based on naturally occurring substances such as cellulose, e.g. viscose 
rayon and cellulose acetate), and ‘true’ synthetics (polyester, nylon, acrylic and modacrylic, anpolyolefin). 
These synthetic fibre types make up over 99% of the total production of manmade fibres in the United States1.

GLOBAL PRODUCTION/DISPOSAL: Global per capita fibre consumption is 10.4 kg/year (2011)2; half of all 
textile products used by consumers are discarded as waste3. 

COMMON SOURCES: Clothes and some footwear, carpets, upholstery (furniture and car seats), soft 
furnishings (curtains, towels, blankets, etc.), tents. 

IMPACTS IF NOT MANAGED CORRECTLY: The textile manufacturing process is a critical source of 
environmental pollution as it is chemical- and resource-intensive; dyes and washes can contaminate 
waterways; fibre production requires significant quantities of inputs (fossil fuels, water, chemicals, land)4. 
Discarding reusable/recyclable textiles therefore puts additional pressure on ecosystems and also takes up 
valuable space in landfills. Fabrics will emit greenhouse gases as they decompose or if they are burned: the 
dyes and coatings they contain may also cause significant pollution.

OPTIONS FOR REDUCING: Repair clothes and textile products to maximise their life; limit purchases of new 
items and buy second hand clothing, refurbished furniture etc. 

OPTIONS FOR REUSING: Give a second life to your garments using them as cleaning cloths; donate/sell 
reusable garments – charities, NGOs, churches and some public and international organisations (e.g. Red 
Cross) may have second-hand clothes collection programmes to facilitate reuse. The vast majority of 
collected clothes can be reused (above 65%5). 

OPTIONS FOR RECYCLING: Fabrics that cannot be reused can be reprocessed: 95% of textiles are 
recyclable although global recycling rates are low. Textile recyclers, including small enterprises, 
handicraftsmen and artisans, can reclaim parts and fibres and turn them into new clothes, bags and other 
items (e.g. industrial wipes), especially in developing countries. Some of the largest textile producers have 
take-back programs. Textile and fabric waste can also be used as raw building materials (e.g. insulation 
materials)6 in the construction sector. 

OTHER OPTIONS (LAST RESORT): As a last resort, discarded textiles may be burnt (ideally with energy 
recovery) in an enclosed furnace, or disposed of in landfills. Both options entail some environmental risks: 
greenhouse gases are emitted during decomposition or combustion and the dyes and other chemicals, 
particularly in ‘true’ synthetic materials, may leach into soil in a landfill or be emitted as smoke/ash if 
combusted. Open burning should be limited: if unavoidable, make sure it takes place well away from human 
settlements and that textiles/fabric waste are not mixed with fabric treated with flame retardant or other 
waste streams (e.g. plastic), whose smoke is highly toxic. 

The other least preferred option is to dispose of textiles/fabric waste in landfills or designated dumping 
sites; avoid illegal dumping. 



OTHER COMMENTS: There are a number of eco-labelling schemes for the textile sector that address 
chemicals and set standards for dangerous substances (e.g. Oeko-Tex 1007, Better Cotton Initiative, Global 
Organic Textile Standard, Naturtextil). Choosing certified products helps reduce environmental impacts 
associated with production, use and end-of-life management of textiles. Even though it does not affect 
the quantity of waste generated, qualitative waste prevention reduces the use of hazardous substances in 
products that will eventually become waste. 

Where possible, choose fabrics made from organic, rapidly renewable resources (or recycled polyester, 
made from plastic bottle waste) and which use low-impact production methods and dyes, in preference to 
‘first use’ plastics and synthetics, made from fossil fuels.

The textile industry is often criticised for poor labour practices: labels such as Fairtrade can help ensure 
your products are not made using child labour and that workers are paid a living wage.
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