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Executive Summary  

 Cradle to cradle, circular economy, sustainability, closed loop, zero waste - it’s all the buzz. One of the 
biggest challenges is incorporating textiles into these worlds. Or is it?  

 

Textiles appears to be the fastest growing waste stream in the world. Surprisingly, to date, no solid 
Canadian data is available to accurately depict Canadians’ textile waste. If we were to use US sources, 
such as the  Environmental Protection Agency’s data which indicates 10,530,000 tons of textiles were 
landfilled in the US in 2015, we can hazard to guess Canada disposes a proportionate 10%, or 
1,053,000 tons (955,265 tonnes) of textiles annually.[1] Many authoritative sources including WRAP UK 
and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation estimate we are buying at least four times as much clothing as 
we did in 1980. The Boston Consulting Group estimates that by 2030, annual apparel waste disposal 
will increase by 60%.[2]  

 

Contemporary society has witnessed a shift in cultural norms and attitudes surrounding “waste” and 
waste diversion spurred by the widespread introduction of recycling programs. Increased public 
awareness, along with an increased sense of social and environmental responsibility, has led to a call 
to action to have all textiles diverted from landfill. “Clothing donations” have become a hot topic in 
waste and recycling industries, as they equate to our now modern day “textile recycling”. 

 

As plastic waste, and to a lesser extent food waste, have dominated the diversion discussions of late, 

it may seem odd to focus on textiles. However, most synthetic fabrics are made of polyester, or 

polyethylene terephthalate (PET), which is also used to make pop and water bottles.  Of the total 

virgin PET produced globally, 60%  is used to make fibers, while 30% goes into bottle production.[3] 

The bottom line is many textiles contain plastic (up to 63% per the Ellen Macarthur Foundation), and 

with millions of tonnes of reusable, repurposable or recyclable textiles entering landfill each year, 

textiles are a high-priority divertible material. 

The Canadian Textile Waste Diversion Industry is primed for evolution and inclusion into every 
Canadian household routine.  

 
 

Grow the textile waste diversion industry:  help the environment, help 
our economy, and help our communities. A triple net bottom line, like no 
other in the waste industry, a win for all. 

 

 
This document will review the current Canadian textile waste and recycling industry, including its 
scope and breadth, the role and impact of non-profit charities, our government’s influence, and the 
potential for resource recovery. It will also provide insights from leading organizations based in the 
United States, UK and elsewhere. It is noteworthy that programs in Europe, and the UK particularly, 
are advancing textile diversion and reuse beyond levels currently in evidence across North America.   
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Defining The Problem  

 

Post-consumer textile waste, which does not include post-manufacturing Industrial, Commercial and 
Institutional waste, remains largely unrecognized throughout traditional resource recovery and recy-
cling industries. Even so, an intricate (and somewhat hidden) diversion network has evolved out of 
necessity, borne of societal concerns.  

 
The act of reusing and recycling textiles in organized fashion has been happening in Canada for more 
than 100 years. Only in recent years have textiles become a desired material to divert from landfills by 
most major Canadian municipal and provincial solid waste departments. Why? There’s more of it in 
our solid waste stream and landfills. Several contributing factors present themselves: consumerism, 
overconsumption, fast fashion, decrease in clothing costs, style trends and influences, to name a few. 
As a society we buy more, use each item less, and turn over our clothing and household items like nev-
er before. Our economic model is based on a linear - take, make and waste - system. 

 
As convenience is king in today’s fast paced lifestyle, tossing items we no longer need into the trash is 
the simplest solution for many. Although many textile reuse and recycling avenues exist, the capture 
rate is low in the current marketplace, an estimated less than 15%. Waste diversion/recycling studies 
in Canada and elsewhere have found that ease of access is critical to increasing participation. The low-
hanging fruit of plastics, glass, paper/fibre, metals, aluminum, tires, batteries, electronics and organics 
are now typical items in municipal diversion programs, leaving room for the unconquered commodity 
we call textiles. 

  

 

The Challenge:  
 

 

How can Canadians effectively reduce the amount of textiles going 
into landfill while ensuring the material will be efficiently reused, 

repurposed or recycled? This will require the consolidated efforts of 
numerous stakeholders, governments and consumers.  
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Post-Consumer Textile Waste Facts  

There is little to no Canadian data on post consumer waste currently available, consequently figures 
tend to be based on local and provincial government, for profit and non-profit organizations, and vary 
substantially. These include:  

 The estimated average is that Canadians dispose of 68 pounds (30.8 kilograms)  to 81 
pounds(35.7 kilograms) of textiles each year. 

 Canadians dispose of over 1,053,000 tons (955,265 tonnes)  of textiles annually.   

 Only  an estimated 15% of textiles are currently being re-used or recycled, with 85% of 
textiles going to landfill.  

 Textiles compose between 5-8% of total garbage in our landfills today depending on the 
region/province. 

 95% of today’s post-consumer textile waste can be reused or recycled. 

 City of Markham and US sources indicate that over three quarters of residents believe  
cities should include a textile recycling program.  

The textile sector has a massive ecological footprint second only to the oil and gas industry.  To 

illustrate, below is an example of  some of the environmental impacts of a T-shirt: 

 One recycled T-shirt saves 2,700 litres of 

water[4] (594 gallons). 

 In extending the life of clothing by just 9 

months, we could reduce our carbon foot-

print by a remarkable 20-30%.[5] 

 Decomposing T-shirts release methane gas, 

which produces a warming effect 25 times 

more than carbon dioxide, and thus con-

tributes substantially to climate change.[6] 

 If all North Americans recycled just one T-

shirt, 210 billion gallons (954.6 billion litres) 

of water would be saved and 1 mil-

lion pounds of CO2 would be eliminated.[7] 
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Who’s Talking Textiles?  

Canada’s textile waste diversion is a current and relevant topic within many sectors. A select few 
highlights are included below. 

Municipal, Regional 

Metro Vancouver is now assessing potential programs and policies to reduce textile waste at a regional 
level. In 2018, the Metro Vancouver staff helped develop a report titled Unraveling the Problem of 
Apparel Waste in the Greater Vancouver Area. The report summarizes key challenges with apparel 
waste, provides a detailed overview of the existing system for apparel reuse and recycling, and identifies 
opportunities for industry, academia and government to work towards the reduction of clothing and 
apparel waste.[8] 

 

The Municipal Waste Association in Ontario highlighted textiles at their 2018 fall conference with 
morning sessions around “Time for Textiles” and several speakers. 

 

In 2016, Colchester County, Nova Scotia, with a population of just over 50,000, introduced textile 
recycling. Clean and dry items are placed in blue plastic bags along with paper/cardboard for the 
curbside biweekly collection. Within three weeks of introduction, 680 kilograms of textiles[9] were 
diverted; subsequently, textiles were banned from landfill. It is noteworthy that clear garbage bags are 
used for waste that is landfilled.  

 

The City of Markham, Ontario pioneered textile waste diversion - one of Canada’s first cities to institute 
a textile ban from garbage in 2018. Beginning with a pilot program in 2017, charity partners located bins 
on municipal properties to collect textiles for diversion. Strategic public education campaigns and 
initiatives such as mandated clear garbage bags at the curb  contribute to make the City of Markham the 
Canadian leader with an impressive 81%  diversion rate.[10] 

 

Provincial 

Association For Textile Recycling Nova Scotia (AFTeR) began in 2013 with six organizations that collect 
used clothing to fund social causes such as helping children at risk, combating disease, and supporting 
marginalized citizens and those facing crisis. The added benefit is textile materials are kept out of 
landfills. AFTeR is dedicated to raising awareness about the importance of textiles recycling in Nova 
Scotia, and member charities are experts in collecting and repurposing  used textiles and footwear.[11] 

 
Ontario Textile Diversion Collaborative (OTDC) is a coalition of over 40 stakeholders who began work in 
the fall of 2017. OTDC is committed to minimizing the  amount of textiles going into landfill by 
encouraging the development of a textile recycling industry in Ontario. Stakeholders include 
municipalities, academics, brand owners, retailers and industry organizations, NGOs, textile collectors, 
and charities.  

OTDC is an independent organization funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation’s Collective Impact 
grant. The working group operates under a leadership committee which develops campaigns and policy 
positions based on research, discussions, workshops, and experience. OTDC is committed to 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323525011
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/323525011
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supporting municipalities and helping Ontario residents understand what to donate, where and why  
to divert textiles from landfills in Ontario, to be released April 2019.  

 

Ontario Legislation  

On March 7th, 2019, a private member’s bill by Donna Skelly (PC MPP, Flamborough-Glanbrook)  was 
presented in Ontario Legislature with no opposition: 

The motion stated:  

In the opinion of this House, the Government of Ontario should implement a province-wide 
industry stewardship plan promoting a no cost program that encourages unwanted clothing 
and textiles be donated to local charitable and non-profit organizations instead of sending 
these items to landfills. 
 

National 

 
In the Canadian Council of Ministers of the Environment (CCME) 2014 progress report on the Canada
-wide action plan for Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), textiles remain a subject for further 
elaboration (originally designated as a phase 2 product category by 2017). 
 
The National Zero Waste Council is also looking into textile waste. Its Circular Economy Working 
Group, textile diversion arm, meets regularly to better understand and report on the issue with 
representatives from Metro Vancouver, The Salvation Army and Savers/Value Village. 

 
The Retail Council of Canada formed the End-Of-First-Life Textile Committee in 2017 to proactively 
address rising concerns about textile waste and demonstrate the retail industry’s dedication to 
addressing the issue. The intention is to encourage a voluntary (rather than a legislated) approach for 
textile management in which retailers have control. Their work continues today.(12] 

 

The National Association for Charitable Textile Recycling (NACTR) sprang from a conversation among 
non-profits and charities in the fall of 2017. Since an estimated 85% of Canadian textile recycling 
begins with non-profit and charitable partners, their often unseen role is a cornerstone of textile 
waste diversion which would benefit from central representation. Steering Committee member 
organizations including The Salvation Army Thrift Store, Diabetes Canada, Big Brothers Big Sisters, 
Developmental Disabilities Association, Mission Thrift and Goodwill Industries Ontario Great Lakes 
officially incorporated and launched in December of 2018. Working together protects the interests of 
both large and smaller organizations. The joint forces are also expected to influence government led 
and funded resource recovery programs including Extended Producer Responsibility. Also, NACTR 
plans to collect and share data and to educate the general public.   
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As the circular economy system develops and matures, the Make Fashion Circular working group that 
represent major brands,  including among others H&M, Nike, Burberry and Gap, provide insights into 
improving the current system.   

 

The following infographic from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation's report, A New Textile Economy: 
Redesigning Fashion's Future[13] illustrates the current model: 

 

 

 

Infographic 1[13]  
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Current Industry Landscape: Collections and Processing   

When analyzing the high functioning, intricate Canadian textile waste diversion industry, there are 
two distinct markets: Collections and Processing.  

Collection Market Overview 

Traditionally, textiles are collected by non-profit charities who use profits generated from collection to 
support and fund their missions, and by for-profit organizations who capitalize on collection privately. 
Both practices are well established, operating under a revenue based model rather than a waste 
management or reduction model.  

 

The key to harvesting quality, valued textiles is providing convenient, efficient 
and affordable channels for the public to access. 

 
 

Whether driven by for-profit or non-profit charities, all textiles are collected through one or more of 
the six following channels: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Table 1  

Many municipalities have partnered with for-profit or non-profit charities to collect textiles.  These 
avenues include: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 

 

Channel Description 

Donation Bins With or without property owner consent 

Direct Drop-off To thrift retail or depot locations 

Curbside Offered to every home in given areas 

Residential Door Offered to select homes via phone soliciting or flyer drops 

Drives or Events Limited time and location 

Retail Returns or Take Back Retailer's overrun, returns or collected at point of sale 

Channel Description 

Donation Bins Permitted by  property partners 

Curbside Offered to every home in given area 

Drives or Events Limited time and location 

Drop offs At landfill or transfer stations 
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For Profit Businesses 

For profit businesses operate in numerous sectors of the Canadian textile diversion industry. This 
includes (but is not limited to) collections, processing, grading, thrift and export. Both individual 
enterprises and companies have been active in Canadian textile collection and diversion, generating 
revenue for profit. More research on their impact and influence is warranted. 

Non-profit Charities 

 

The origin of textile recycling in Canada can be attributed to The Salvation Army’s General William 
Booth. In response to the need for jobs and affordable merchandise, coupled with the fear of disease 
and a desire to preserve the land, Booth created the Household Salvage Brigade composed of a group 
of men and women responsible for collecting unwanted household items. In 1908 when salvage work 
began in Canada, General Booth recognized and responded to the social and environmental 
challenges that we continue to face today. As the need grew, the Thrift Stores of today evolved. 

 

Over the years this need and success was also replicated 
by many other non-profit charitable organizations. 
Canadians instinctively gave to charities and those in 
need, and still do. Recognizing market and revenue 
potential, these organizations sell ‘raw’ unsorted 
material directly to thrift retailers and graders to raise 
funds for their missions.  

 

Today, over 100 registered non-profits charities in 
Canada are directly involved in the collection, charitable 
redistribution, or selling of textiles. According to NACTR, 
the annual combined gross revenue for these activities exceeds an estimated $472 million. The social 
and economic impact compliments provincial and federally sponsored social services. These non-
profit charities benefit many areas of our society including social services, the health industry, poverty 
reduction, animal welfare and religious support to name just a few.  

 

 

If non-profit charities could increase textile diversion they would not only 
capture more of the value in textile waste across Canada, but also create even 

higher, localized, community based social impacts.  

The Salvation Army Founders  

William and Catherine Booth 
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Municipal Involvement 

 
NACTR reports over 275 municipal partnerships have been established across Canada - considerable 
growth over the past decade. These partnerships range from simple donation bins located in landfills, 
transfer stations or recycling drop-off centres to large-scale diversion programs involving multiple 
stakeholders and city-wide compliance via textile bans (as in City of Markham). 

 

Expanding these partnerships is the highest opportunity we have for long-term 
sustainable textile diversion moving forward.  

 

Municipal and Regional Textile Bans 

 
As noted previously, Colchester County and City of Markham took the lead in diverting textiles from 
waste by introducing new diversion programs.  Again, these two innovators took textile diversion to a 
new level by banning this material from landfill and the curb, respectively. 

 
In April 2016, Colchester County, Nova Scotia was the first Canadian jurisdiction to impose a ban on 
landfilling textiles.  From that point onwards, textiles became part of the recycling stream; they are 
collected in the same blue bag as paper/fibre.  Although the population is just over 50,000, Colchester 
proved that, with the right combination of factors, it was possible to keep textiles out of landfill.   

 
Then in 2018, the City of Markham was the first large-scale Canadian city to impose a textile ban from 
curbside collection to its over 336,000 residents. With well-planned market research, industry 
consultation, charity bin partnership and a fine-tuned marketing and promotion strategy, the 
successful program elevated Canadian textile diversion to a new level. Several charities including The 
Salvation Army Thrift Store, Diabetes Canada and Steps to Recovery now provide collection services at 
no cost to the city. Since 2017, 14,000,000 pounds (6,350.3 tonnes)  of textiles were diverted from 
landfill and collected by the non-profits and charity partners. 

 
The program diverts an overwhelming amount of textiles through this partnership. However, the 
onset of the program and surge of new material also created hidden strain on the charities’ 
infrastructure as they scaled operations to meet unexpectedly high demands.  The learnings from this 
partnership highlight both the need for careful planning by all stakeholders and also the opportunities 
available through municipal partnerships. 

 
Municipalities use disposal bans as a tool to compel change in behavior and motivate curbside 
compliance. For textile disposal bans to properly function, significant infrastructure must be in place 
since the current system relies on charities and non-profit organizations. These groups need to be 
supported and protected. 
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We cannot design any truly effective municipal program without data on quantities, qualities and 

scope of the local current market. Specific questions should be thoroughly studied when a textile 

disposal ban is considered: 

 Who is currently collecting in the market, and with which channel types? (see chart 1) 

 Who are the processors in the market and will they be capable of handling additional 
volumes? 

 How will a ban affect the local non-profit charities and for-profit organizations in the 
community?  

 Who will bear the costs to collect and sort residents’ textile waste? 

 What resources will be needed to support current local infrastructure? 

 What do residents desire in disposing of textiles – do they want to donate to charities, or 
simply dispose for convenience? 

 How can the municipality best influence diversion AND support the local textile diversion 
industry?  

 

Waste Audits & Categorization 

The need for consistent, reliable data is highlighted by the lack of information available for the 
Canadian textile diversion industry. A 2015 waste analysis by Metro Vancouver showed the average 
person in the region threw out 42 pounds (19 kilograms) of textiles.[14]  According to Recyc-Québec, 
Quebecers throw away 52.9 pounds (24 kilograms) of clothing every year. This gives rise to the 
question of which ‘textiles’ were  used in the audits. 

 

In January of 2019, shared waste audits from the cities of Toronto, Mississauga and Guelph and the 
Regions of Peel and York, together with OTDC, concluded that standardized sorting categories for 
textile waste were required to enable comparison of data across regions. Also, specific inclusions and 
exclusions was needed for accuracy. This standard is meant to be followed in future textile curbside 
waste composition or landfill waste audits in order to create proper benchmarking. A complete listing 
of textiles was created including six base categories (Table 3) and over 100 sub-classifications and 
references (Appendix 1) by product type, with inclusions and exclusions defined. A recent survey 
conducted of four major thrift store chains with grading facilities indicates the average percent of 
each category represented in the secondary marketplace. See Table 3.  

 
 
 
 
 

Table 3                                                         

 
 

Textile Type 
Percentage of Total 

Audited 

Clothing 77.8 

Footwear 4.7 

Accessories 3.8 

Stuffed Toys 0.3 

Household textiles 10.5 

Other textiles 2.9 
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Processor’s Market Overview in Six Steps 

Unlike other products in established public-facing recycling streams, textiles have a re-use value 
that is much higher than the raw-fibre state they could be reduced to, given the current 
technology. Textiles travel through a well-established, intricate re-use and recycling system that 
includes six basic steps:  

 

1. Collected textiles are delivered to thrift stores and secondary market warehouses 
with processing facilities. 
 

2. Textiles are sorted and graded, then resold to clothing graders and rag dealers, often 
in bales. The wet, soiled or contaminated textiles are sent to landfill. 
 

3. The highest quality textiles are offered for resale in retail stores, or given to those in 
need. 
 

4. Textiles which do not sell in 4-5 weeks are removed from the retail floor to make 
room for new product. Non-saleable product is sold to clothing graders and rag 
dealers. 
 

5. Graders and rag dealers further sort for international markets: 75% - 80% are not fit 
for resale markets in Canada.   
 

6. Sorted textiles are exported to markets around the world for further re-use or 
recycling. An estimated 70% of the global population wears 'recovered' clothing .[23]    

 

 

According to Metro Vancouver’s Think Thrice About Clothes campaign[24] although 40 - 50% of 
processed textiles will enter the domestic thrift market, only 20% - 25% ‘sell through’ to have a 
second life. This is an industry-wide norm in Canada. The remaining is cycled out to make room 
for new, fresh product. See Infographic 2. 
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Infographic 2[24]  
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Thrift and Secondary Markets 

The secondary market has grown significantly in the last decade. To illustrate, in the Canadian 2018 
Fourth Annual Kijiji Second-Hand Economy Index, a reported 2.3 billion items were granted a second 
life through re-use in the previous year (2017). The largest category (32.2%) being clothing, shoes and 
accessories, that amounted to over 740 million items. When considering textiles (including shoes and 
accessories), this does not include baby items or home textiles such as bedding, towels and drapes.  

In the ThredUp 2018 REsale Report, 49% of the $20 billion resale market is reported as clothes, shoes 
and accessories. Market share of resale apparel is predicted to grow at a rate of 15% per annum 
contrasted to 2% for retail apparel. Furthermore, the Kijiji report states a combined percentage of 
28.5% of items reused were through commercial “Shop/networks with social mission and second 
hand clothing stores” - aka Thrift.[16]  

 

By those numbers, over 211 million items of clothing, shoes and accessories 
passed through Canadian thrift stores in 2017. 

 

Statistics Canada reports $852.3 million worth of transactions in used merchandise stores in 2016, 
including antique and other retailers.[17]  

 

Third Markets – Graders, Rag Dealers and Other Vendors 

Textiles that cannot be sold in front-line thrift are sold to graders and recyclers. These recyclers, 
depending on their business models and often market demand, will sell within and beyond North 
American borders. At the time of this writing, over 300 companies are listed with recyclexchange.com 
as participants in the Canadian used clothing market depicted in Infographic  2. 

 

The US based Secondary Materials and Recycled Textiles (SMART) Association best describes the 
third market on their website: 

Collectors bale and sell these clothing products "as is" to clothing graders or other dealers. 
Used clothing "graders" sort the items, assign a "grade" and re-sell the graded product. The 
activities of collectors, graders, and used clothing brokers are instrumental in diverting solid 
waste from landfills and mixed waste incinerators. 

Clothing may be re-sold within the United States, although most often the products are 
shipped overseas to developing markets in Asia, Africa, Europe, or Central and South America. 

Some companies re-process used clothing back into their original fiber. These companies 
create blends of fiber that are sold in bales to companies that re-manufacture the fiber 
content into new products. These products include home insulation (made from the denim of 
reprocessed blue jeans), stuffing for furniture, athletic equipment, pet bedding, automotive 
soundproofing, and carpet padding among many other new products.   
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Distributors take the used clothing or textiles that are cut or converted into wiping products 
and sell them to industrial, manufacturing, retail, and other end-use clients. Broker companies 
fall within the distributor category as well.  These businesses facilitate the transactions 
between collector companies, grader companies and buyers. Materials that are brokered 
within the used clothing industry include institutional mixed used clothing, clothing gathered 
by collector companies and materials that have been sorted by grader companies. The clients 
of brokers are often foreign businesses located in Africa, Asia, Europe, or South America.  On 
occasion, brokers also facilitate transactions among companies within the United States, 
depending on the needs of their client companies.[18]  

 

True Recycling, the Fourth Market 

 
Textile recycling is a generic phrase often used interchangeably with re-using, re-wearing, donating, re

-purposing, and breaking down textiles through fiber separation. True textile recycling is a 

deconstruction of textiles to virgin fibres for use in creating recycled textiles. Currently not all fibres 

can be recycled in a closed-loop recycling process. Even for those few fibres which can be recycled in a 

closed-loop process, the technology is often not scalable or profitable. An overview of the current 

status quo on true textile recycling for various material types is: 

 All materials can be shredded, but markets for this shredded product are extremely 
limited. 

 All natural fibres or synthetics derived from a cellulosic polymer solution can be re-used as 
rags. 

 Synthetic fibres produced in a spinning process from a petroleum polymer solution can be 
recycled in a closed-loop process through respinning. 

 After natural fibres are recycled, their fibre length is shortened, which decreases the 
quality. To produce quality products, reclaimed natural fibres must be mixed with virgin 
fibres or must be spun as man-made fibres. For example, cotton fibres can be recycled 
into viscose fibres.  

 The biggest challenges in the true textile recycling process are the chemicals used in the 

fabric production, fibre blends, and materials with Elastane (stretch) materials. 

To date an unknown percent of Canadian recycled textiles are deconstructed into their most basic 

form to be born again into new products, whether it be textiles or other items. The markets are 

extremely limited, and the costs by far outweigh more economical virgin sources used in 

manufacturing.  

 

Based on the research for this paper less than 1% of Canadian post consumer 

textile waste enters the fourth market of true recycling. 
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Global Exports 

 
With 70% of the global population relying on second-market clothing,[23] it’s easy to understand the 
demand for North American textiles. The limitations of this research do not allow for an indepth 
analysis of global markets. Suffice to say the international market has resulted in textiles being a 
lucrative market for graders and exporters. However, caution is warranted as sudden changes and 
potential instability in global markets can have dramatic effects on textile commodity pricing.  

 

Domestic End of Life Solutions 

 

If the Canadian clothing production industry echoes the one in the United States, only 2% of clothing 
sold here is manufactured locally;[22] the remainder is imported. Although 98% of textiles originated 
abroad, outside of Canada, the ideal solution is to keep the waste domestic. 

 
Unravelling the Problem of Apparel Waste in the Greater Vancouver Area suggests textile recycling 
shredding markets and new technology for regeneration of both cotton and polyester fibres are 
emerging, progressive markets. In turn, there is growing support from apparel manufacturers, the 
auto sector, and construction and carpet industries. The challenge is these markets are still under 
development and not equipped to deal with the large scale of post-consumer textile waste that local 
markets are producing.[8]

  
 
It is important for key stakeholders to support and encourage the development of new markets for 
post-consumer textile waste domestically. Some key support drivers to help initiate new markets 
include extended producer responsibility being introduced as incentives for innovation and market 
development, as well as providing funding to the current collectors.  Incentives such as tax deductions 
could be introduced to stimulate property owners to provide collection/drop-off points working in 
tandem with non-profit charitable textile recyclers. Also, businesses are learning to burnish their 
corporate images - Corporate Social Responsibility - by being seen to 'do good'.  It resonates positively 
with consumers and with investors. [25]

  

 

To move forward, Canadians are called to: 

 

 Stimulate demand for all recycled textiles.   

 Adopt a textile procurement policy that meets standard specifications. 

 Develop recycled content and material standards to encourage new businesses to use 
recycle textile-based materials in product manufacturing. 
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Existing Textile Diversion Models and Best Practices 

As second-market textiles increase in value, and landfill diversion appetites increase globally, so do 
discussions on better textile waste management practices with provincial governments. When 
investigating both national and provincial textile recycling models and best practices, there is little to 
compare. 

 

UK: The Non-profit Charitable Machines 

The UK is touted as one of the best textile re-use and recycling countries in the world. In the UK, the 
combination of social obligation, responsible waste management practices, and savvy non-profit and 
for-profit collectors have led to diversion rates of nearly 40%. Culture and economic incentives can be 
difficult to quantify, but these appear to help the UK lead in textile re-use and recycling. Further study 
of the system is warranted.  

 

France: A Case For Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

At the time of the writing of this paper, France is the only country with a national textile resource 
recovery program. The model is based on an economic driver for employment of hard-to-employ 
citizens, which traditionally were employed by non-profit groups in the sector. 

The program began in 2007 with aggressive targets of 50% textile waste diversion by 2013. In 2009, 
the textile diversion rate was 18%, and grew to 36% by 2017[19]. Although the diversion growth was 
less than anticipated, the lessons learned and expansion of the industry were organically realistic. As 
often happens with targets, aiming high can be a great place to start. 

The driver of France's model is to use textiles for the greater good and provide employment through a 
structured EPR system. The system is also designed to protect itself from volatile market fluctuations 
which appear from uncontrollable, external global markets. Some quick facts about the program from 
the authoritative WRAP's November 2018 paper by Sophie Richard, UK Textiles EPR[19]: 

  

 Textiles are organized into one of four groups, being small, medium, large and extra large, and 
contributions are made by producers and retailers accordingly.  

 Collectors report numbers back to the authority as well as the sorting/production houses, and 
these numbers are cross validated. 

 The most recently published report in August 2018 shows 624,000 tonnes placed on the market, 
and 223,000 tonnes collected, which is a 36% collection rate. This equated to 2.6 billion items! 
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 Recently, incentives for reduced rates to producers have been introduced in the form of 
discounts for incorporating post-production recycled content of 15% or more (25% rate 
reduction), post-consumer recycled content of 15% or more (50% rate reduction) and defined 
durability criteria (75% rate reduction). 
 

 In 2016 contributions from the program totaled EUR17.6m (over 26.5m CDN) 
 

 Funds generated are used in three main areas: 

Fund and support sorting operations (73%) 

Support local authorities’ communication and awareness activities (11%) 

Support research and development projects (3%) 

 

The environmental and social impacts in France under the EPR program have proven to be a great 
benefit. While it has had many challenges to overcome, its pathway down the road of increasing 
textile diversion has given, and will continue to give, many valuable lessons. 

 

Canada: A Thriving Invisible Industry 

Billions of dollars have been invested in the Canadian Textile Diversion Industry, as the research in 
this paper indicates. The collectors, processors, and graders all work in tandem across Canada. At 
the time of this writing, there has not been any formal documentation or industry analysis to 
identify, quantify or investigate this thriving market. It is clear the hundreds, if not thousands of 
businesses involved in textile diversion have been thriving in an almost secretive fashion. 

 

The more public facing retailers including The Salvation Army Thrift Store, Goodwill, and Value 
Village represent mainstream thrift, while hundreds of small, community thrift and resale stores 
also rely on textile diversion for their livelihood. Other outlets for second market textiles include 
consignment, whether chains such as Plato's Closet or Once-Upon-A-Child, or independently run. 
Online sales include organized retailers such as Thred-up, or peer to peer sites such as Kijiji, 
Craigslist or Facebook.  
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The Future of the Canadian Textile Diversion Industry 

Environmental, Economic and Social Impact 

Opportunity for industry growth is ripe. With only 15% of textiles being diverted from Canadian 
landfills and with the ever-increasing pressure of minimizing household waste, the environmental 
benefits, industry job creation/growth potential, and potential increased community benefit and 
social impact open a world of opportunities.  

 

Traditionally, manufacturers that use recycled feedstock are the primary drivers of recycling. The 
Canadian Textile Diversion Industry is currently driven by market demand for secondary market 
textiles. To advance true end-of-life recycling of textiles, technological and social innovation, and 
increased market demand for secondary market textile feedstock must be developed 

 

 

Political Impact: Quick Win with Environmental Benefit 

Increasing political and social pressure for municipal, provincial and federal governments to 
contribute to environmental initiatives are apparent in today’s society.  Given this, the highly 
successful textile diversion industry/sector should be celebrated not only as a Canadian success, but 
also an industry opportunity for growth. The Canadian textile diversion industry has demonstrated 
that it is a simple solution to reducing future landfill growth, the national carbon footprint and our 
country's carbon emissions. There is great opportunity for job development, economic growth and 
market development initiatives.  
 
It would be a quick win should our federal and provincial governments seize the immediate 
opportunity to invest and develop the industry. Establishing an entirely new recycling or diversion 
program as has been required  for organics, batteries, or tires need not be nearly as complicated for 
even larger scale textile diversion growth. The roadmap and an effective industry is already in place, 
primed for further development and growth.  

 

 

Investing and growing the textile diversion sector, significantly moving the 
diversion needle, will launch Canada to a global environmental leading 

position. 
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Moving Towards Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

 
In October of 2018, Ecofiscal released a report titled Cutting The Waste - How to save money while 
improving our solid waste systems.[20] The summary of recommendations included this strong 
statement: 

Recommendation #3: Provincial governments should expand, reform, and harmonize 
extended producer-responsibility programs  
Of the complementary policies considered, we identified extended producer-
responsibility (EPR) policies as a key part of efficient waste-management systems. EPR 
programs make producers financially and physically liable for the ultimate management of the 
materials in the products they produce. These programs, in other words, can ensure that 
producers have a clear price incentive to improve the way their goods are managed after their 
useful life. If designed well, EPR programs can also encourage manufacturers to make their 
goods with fewer materials or materials that are easier to recycle and compost.  
Harmonizing EPR programs across provinces should be a long-term objective. EPR programs 
are administratively complex, especially considering the patchwork of programs across 
Canada that have developed over time. Streamlining these regulations across Canada can 
reduce costs, provide a more unified pricing signal for manufacturers, and make these 
programs more transparent and easier to evaluate.  

 
In the field of waste management, EPR is a strategy to add all of the environmental costs associated 
with a product throughout the product life cycle to the market price of that product. Extended 
producer responsibility legislation is a driving force behind the adoption of remanufacturing initiatives 
because it "focuses on the end-of-use treatment of consumer products and has the primary aim to 
increase the amount and degree of product recovery and to minimize the environmental impact of 
waste materials."[21]   

 
The purpose of this report is not to recommend or endorse any particular program,  the intent is  to 
highlight the current activities and reality of the Canadian textile waste and recycling industry, and 
how we might best protect the current delicate, well-functioning and balanced system in place as it 
evolves. It is the opinion of this author that what is needed to effectively harness and evolve the 
current industry are the following: 

 

Development  

 Create operational templates and best-practice recommendations for municipalities to 

access and model.  

 Establish a reuse and recycling awareness day; October 20th has been suggested by others 

to coincide with Waste Reduction Week in Canada.  

 Develop standards for data collection.  

 Establish realistic short- and long-term diversion targets reflecting true capacity and 

industry development. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waste_management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environmental_costs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Product_life_cycle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_price
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Research  

 Statistics Canada commits to measuring textile waste on a regular basis. 

 Contextualize and quantify the impact of non-profit charities and their contributions to 

society as made possible by their positioning in the reuse and recycling market.  

 Identify all market segments, including downstream markets, for focused research.  

 Measure/calculate the reduction of greenhouse gas by textile diversion/reuse in Canada.  

Action  

 Lobby for supportive legislation, considering the needs of all stakeholders.  

 Integrate source reduction into reuse- and recycling-focused programs at all levels of 

government. 

 Harmonize programs and public education to provide consistent, motivating messages.  

 Implement extensive public education and donation campaigns spurring diversion. 

Provide feedback on what happens to donated textiles and the triple bottom line impact 

of donating to charities.  

 Pilot, measure and roll-out innovative waste prevention and reuse initiatives.  

 Provide economic and market development incentives for the textile recycling industry to 

foster entrepreneurial solutions.  

 Go 'beyond recycling', adding reuse to the current waste reduction tools.  Support 

organizations such as NACTR, AFTeR and others well versed and active in the space.  

 

Conclusion 

The Canadian Textile Diversion Industry is a robust, thriving industry with impressive opportunities for 
growth and development. This paper is by no means a complete or even partial solution to the 
complexities discussed, but a window into the current systems in place and future prospects. We must 
together call on all industry stakeholders and experts to help close the gaps on the development, 
research and action items suggested.  This will ultimately divert textiles from landfill not only 
domestically but abroad as well. There is great comfort for Canadians to know their clothing and 
household items receive a chance at a second life, offered locally in our communities to those in need, 
are used to raise funds for charitable work and are diverted from landfill. Together we can continue 
this work, preserve, culture and grow the textile diversion industry.  

 

Grow the textile waste diversion industry:  help the environment, help 
our economy, and help our communities. A triple net bottom line like no 

other in the waste industry, a win for all! 
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Glossary 

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) - a system in which a manufacturer or brand owner agrees to 
be responsible for their product's entire life cycle. This includes the upstream and downstream 
impacts of the product materials from resource extraction until the consumer wants to get rid of the 
product. The producer remains responsible for its products even after a consumer has bought it. 

 

National Association of Charitable Textile Recyclers (NACTR) 

 

Ontario Textile Diversion Collaborative (OTDC) 

 

Post-Consumer Textile Waste - textile waste which occurs after the consumer-use phase. 

 

Recycling - a process of recovering resources by converting waste into usable materials.  

 

Resource recovery - another term for EPR. 

 

Textile Recycling - a phrase used interchangeably with reuse, re-wear, donations, re-purpose, and 
breaking down of the textiles with fibre separation. 

 

True Textile Recycling - deconstruction of textiles to virgin fibres. Currently, not all fibres can be 
recycled in a closed-loop recycling process. Even for those fibres which can be recycled in a closed-
loop process, the technology is often not scalable. 

 
Waste Diversion - shifting materials away from disposal (landfill or incineration) by using waste 
management strategies. 

 
Waste & Resources Action Programme (WRAP) - a UK-based registered charity, working with 
businesses, individuals and communities to achieve a circular economy. 

 

 

 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/wrap-registers-charity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circular_economy
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Appendix 

Appendix 1  
 

 

Clothing Household Textiles Footwear 
Items NOT INLCUDED 

in Textile Waste 

Blazers Bath Mat Boots Tents 

Bras Bath Towel Cleats Canvas tarps 

Capri's Beach Towel Flip flops Car floor mats 

Coats Bed Spread Flippers Hard toys 

Costumes Blanket Galoshes Knee pads, shin guards 

Dresses Car seat covers Golf shoes Sports equipment/gear 

Fur & Leather Coats Comforter  Ice skates Upholstered furniture 

Jackets Crib bumpers Sandals Wetsuits 

Jeans Curtains Shoes Wigs 

Leggings Drapes Slippers Window blinds 

Lingerie Duvet Soccer shoes   

Blouses Duvet Cover Water socks   

Shirts Fabric scraps     

Overalls Face Cloth 
Accessories 

  

Panty hose/nylons Flags   

Pants Furniture Cover Backpacks   

Robes Hand Towel Bags   

Shorts Material Belts   

Skirts Mattress Cover Gloves   

Sleepwear Napkins Headbands   

Slip Pillow Case Purses   

Snowsuit Pillows Scarves   

Snow Pants Place Mat Wallets   

Socks Quilts     

Sports Jerseys Shower Curtain 
Soft Toys 

  

Suits Sleeping bag   

Sweaters Table Cloth Stuffed animals   

Swim Suit Table Runner Stuffed toys   

Swim Trunks Throw rug     

Tank Top Window Topper Other   

T-Shirts Yarn Costumes accessories   

Under Wear   Masks   

Uniforms   Pet clothing   

Vests   Pet collars and leashes   


