
 

 

The circular economy for textiles is more than just recycling fibers 
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In the time of climate change and biodiversity loss, societies must change. This also applies to the production 
and consumption of textiles. We should move away from the current poor-quality mass production to 
consume clothes in high quality and in low quantity. We need circular economy for textiles. 

Our current way to produce and consume is called a linear economy. It means that we take materials from 
nature, make products of them, and, after use, the products become waste that is carted to landfills or 
incinerators. It’s also known as take-make-waste economy. To do this, a lot of new material is needed, which 
of course exhausts our limited planet. Whereas, in a circular economy, material stays in use for a longer 
period of time and products that are at the end of their life cycle become material for new products. 

 

Textile waste waiting for recycling. However, the circular economy for textiles is much more complex than 
just recycling rags.  

A circular economy is often associated with recycling. However, recycling is just one part of a circular 
economy. We can think of circular economy as different loops. The loops are: 

• Sharing, maintaining, prolonging the life cycle 

• Reuse 

• Refurbishing, remanufacturing 

• Recycling as material 

As we can see, recycling, which means utilizing the product at raw material level, is only the final loop before 
using the product in energy production. It’s crucial that the material stays close to the beginning of the loops 
for as long as possible to maintain its value. For example, clothes should stay in use as clothes for as long as 
possible. 

Design for the whole life cycle of a product plays a crucial part when we want to carry out circular economy 
in practice. So, it’s not enough to design a product that is visually pleasant and functions well, but we must 
take the whole value chain of the product into consideration. Starting from sourcing and production to use, 
repairability, remaking and the recyclability of the material. 

Textiles should endure time, use and reuse. They also should be repairable. At the end of the life cycle, 
textiles should be easily recyclable as materials. 

To promote a circular economy we need technological solutions, such as using safe colorants in the 
production of textiles, and better and more efficient recycling for fibers. Above all, the textile sector needs a 
wide systemic change where we develop business models according to the circular economy. 
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