Policies for plastic reduction:

This advocacy policy brief is a reaction to the rising quantity of textile products put on the market, the
increasing presence of synthetic content in them, and the associated negative ecological implications.

It provides policy recommendations to reverse such trends building on the experience of clothing
companies that are working in this direction.
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Where is this policy brief coming from?

As one of the deliverables of the “Deplastification” research project carried out by Consumption Research Norway
(SIFO, OsloMet) and funded by the Norwegian Retailers’ Environment Fund, this brief aims at communicating its
main findings and further elaborate on the policy recommendations that emerged from it. For more detailed project
outcomes, please see the related academic article (text available here).

We conducted interviews with representatives of 15 companies that used a relatively low level of synthetics In
their total materials, or that were effectively working towards reducing it. Companies communicating publicly about
avoiding synthetic materials, including the use reduction targets, were also eligible. Participants include individual
clothing brands, brands groups, and material producers. Some offer a specific product range, namely only bags,
shoes, T shirts, denim products, performance sportswear or underwear. Others offer a complete range. Their size
varies from one to 19,000 staff members, with a mean of 1,582 members. Most of the companies have their
headquarters in Europe, and two of them operate from the USA.

They can be clustered in three groups:
e companies born plastic-free
e companies with a strong material heritage (self-defined as being a cotton or wool company)

e companies confronting synthetics as part of their sustainability or quality strategy.


https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/deplastification/
https://handelensmiljofond.no/en/
https://intellectdiscover.com/content/journals/10.1386/sft_00061_1
https://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/643425/

Why is it important?

The growing quantity of clothes in circulation and increasing use of
synthetic materials are among the main environmental challenges of
the textile sector. Although material choice has been overemphasised
iIn discussions about the environmental impact of textiles, the two
challenges above are intertwined. The use of synthetic materials has
enabled fast growth in production volumes, and therefore
confronting synthetics may enable a path towards production
reductions and waste prevention.

Synthetic fibres are now more common than natural materials in
textiles. More than half of the textile fibres produced globally are
polyester fibres.[1] Seventy per cent of all textiles are used for
wearable clothing,[2] and Europe is the main importer of clothing
globally.[3] Although all materials involve environmental impact, a
specific problem of synthetic clothes is plastic pollution. Textiles
release nano, micro, and macro level material during use and at the
end of life, and this is particularly problematic for fossil-based
materials.[4] Traces of plastics have been found in animals, human
bodies, and remote places with little human activity, and the human
health and ecological implications are only starting to be studied.[5,6]




Is recycling not enough?

No. Policies supporting recycling are not helping to
reduce the production of virgin synthetic fibers.
Research shows that upstream policy interventions such
as caping virgin plastic production would be far more
effective.[7] Efforts to implement textile recycling face
significant technical challenges and have not delivered
reductions in virgin materials.[8] Therefore, this brief turns
the attention to clothing companies that are trying to resist
the trend of textile plastification to gather alternative
policy recommendations that prevent synthetic textile
waste.




Top 3 recommendations

1. Stop the promotion of plastics

The cost of synthetic fibers is artificially low due to states and
publicly funded banks’ subsidies to the petrochemical industry.
Fossil-based textiles are further promoted by recycling policy, but
deviating plastics that could be used multiple times in packaging
into textile fibers (which cannot be effectively recycled further) does
not contribute to a more sustainable economy. Plastic pollution has
been consistently left out of LCA-based impact metrics like the
EU’s PEF. Overlooking factors such as microplastic release during
use and at the end-of-life favors synthetics in comparative
measurements of different fibers’ ecological impact. Companies
that are resisting the influence of these trends in their material
decisions urge policy to act by stopping all forms of plastic
promotion.




2. Develop political tools that
reduce plastification

The textile policy landscape in Europe is rapidly developing, but
the instruments that have emerged are not focusing on the
challenge of textile plastification. For instance, EPR schemes do
not discriminate the impact of different materials at the end of life,
nor do they address the value that clothes have for users.
Alternative systems have been proposed to base eco-modulation
fees on the speed in which garments arrive to waste streams after
production.[9] Taxes targeting plastics could also compensate for
the comparative low price of synthetic fibers. Product durability
operationalized as the duration of service of products in use,
rather than on the mechanical resistance of fibers, could also help
In reducing plastification. Moreover, consumers may not be aware
that they are increasingly wearing plastic and considering the
health implications. The information displayed on clothing labels
could be more strictly controlled, further discriminating between
those of fossil or plastic origin and other materials.




3. Promote alternatives in natural
materials

Companies trying to avoid or reduce synthetics struggle
with their comparative availability and physical advantages
for production and use. Sometimes the obstacles are not
related to higher costs, but to lack of viable alternatives.
They stress the need for tools that compensate the bias of
production technologies and material innovation towards
synthetics, for instance by R&D funding instruments
focused on natural materials. The cultural heritage
associated to locally sourced materials is another
corrective policy angle that could be taken to preserve
local knowledge and resources.




The experience of the companies interviewed

Some of the strategies used by participants to confront the use of synthetics include: starting
from a plastic-free approach, keeping a narrow product range, having a brand identity linked to
natural materials, ‘closing the door’ to synthetics, engaging in natural materials’ research and
development, and policy work.

The challenges experienced by them in their efforts are: the comparative price and
competitiveness of synthetic vs. natural materials, difficulties in enabling elasticity, durability and
impermeability with natural materials, the narrative of plastic recycling as a solution to the
environmental burdens of synthetics, the development and use of partial sustainability indicators,
biased production technology, fashion trends requiring material properties aligned with those of
synthetic fibres, and difficulties in finding alternatives for details such as sewing threads.

Some of the enablers to confront synthetics include: the vision or idealism of the company
leadership, the development of nhew sustainability policy, demand for low or no synthetic content
by clients, public and legal demand for transparency and accountability, and engaging in
recycling and promoting intensive use of their own products.



Full list of policy recommendations mentioned:

- Stop subsidies to petrochemicals: Companies argued that the
low cost of synthetic materials is a result of misuse of public
funds (e.g. through subsidies) and asked for it to stop.

- Confront overproduction: Stronger control and sanctions for
unsold inventory or big discounts could help to address
irresponsible production volume decisions by companies.

 True pricing: Internalizing the environmental and social of costs
of synthetics (e.g. costs of microplastic pollution), could
compensate current cost imbalances.

* Discriminate tax rates: Flat VAT rates lead to smaller taxes paid
by cheaper products, which often include higher synthetic
content. This could be reverted by using different rates.

Improve metrics: LCA-based impact metrics tend to exclude
plastic pollution and the use value of different products for
people. They should therefore be reconsidered, especially when
used for policy by public institutions. Comparative impact tools
should be applied not only at a product but also at a company
level.

e Focus on fibre-to-fibre recycling: Recycling policies can
provide a false end-of-life scenario for plastics and promote
more synthetics in textiles (e.g. use of PET bottles as source
material). But a stronger focus on fibre-to-fibre recycling
within companies could discourage blends and promote
mono-materials, arguably favouring natural ones. Specific
requirements are suggested to avoid undesired outcomes.

 Value cultural heritage and therefore local materials: Local
knowledge on producing with and using local natural
materials is being lost in line with increasing synthetics. The
heritage angle is one that local policy could use to reverse
this trend.

 Support R&D for natural materials: Production technologies
are being adapted to the increasing use of synthetics In
blends, promoting them further. This could be balanced by
specific R&D instruments supporting technology for natural
fibres, keeping them competitive.



References:

[1] Textile Exchange (2023).

21 Kounina, A., Daystar, J., Chalumeau, S., Devine, J., Geyer, R., Pires, S. T., ... & Boucher, J. (2024).
Nature Communications, 15(1), 5022.

[3]

4 Henry, B., Laitala, K., & Klepp, |. G. (2019).
. Science of the total environment, 652, 483-494.

B Manshoven, S., Smeets, A., Malarciuc, C., Tenhunen-Lunkka, A., & Mortensen, L. F. (2022).

[6] Blackburn, K., & Green, D. (2022).
. Ambio, 51(3), 518-530.

1 Pottinger, A. S., Geyer, R., Biyani, N., Martinez, C. C., Nathan, N., Morse, M. R., ... & McCauley, D. J. (2024).
. Science.

8] Zero Waste Europe (2024)

91 Klepp, I.G., Tobiasson, T.S., Mage, J. and Hvass, K.K (2023).
, Wasted Textiles, SIFO.


https://textileexchange.org/knowledge-center/reports/materials-market-report-2023/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-49441-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-49441-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-49441-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-49441-4
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/publications_e/wtsr_2022_e.htm
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271800/1-s2.0-S0048969718X00266/1-s2.0-S004896971834049X/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjECYaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIA8FXrNDWpauTQS6aAYPfbHkiAW5nqMKdhGfqcIL7uTjAiBT1KNJ5SwuMk3Y9NE084%2BoO7aQtOB%2FSanRJJUADS4DuSq8BQi%2B%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F8BEAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIM3BN%2FHIRTGhxS1e6LKpAFj5o6gS6KeCFOIwBGgaCTpNCnhs4cA1dn2MX%2BGap5M7qfyYXh2i%2FPHZFOvv25N6Yi1lPJOk7m1j1eUsR%2FKx0ZMRzOuXwbiRonmupDc3fbZ61iqnmO7jqlfCUiU%2FtTJhlBRUjtQuf6lCz%2FAXdwluL73WMf%2BTmcEd3qeGxNZZ0zJgjF3RQcC03EdzJ%2F%2B8cqQ4vxiB3Of6O8ANi9wXzRl6LLTJoF230RX8TkeysGapWf%2FJPXYIPEVewzQUG88gd6zjngcHfEGtVN1hvY56Ag9e3WY21jKuBDlhczCpgCf3ZrQL2fq5VYEirw3ba5OUY4eBo9Tn7uHiKtSxCVxjb60bQ9DTvR%2BHyS5gHrjJrK1tOJYpP%2BE8XnQXC%2BeKTsZ2RmT8X2yjFLqpKxBeWC5F7VfPn3Di0oqz4Vq8HM2mYclLuv2IAVFJR0rb2IO2FjV%2B2ldjfCjmHxdwFS1QSsb7cFZ8YiLBg3pKpzXabLVXnYclR7%2FItCTuUIBfAI2WDroynOZ8NKUnNfBhy9SjN8ayE7q4kg2Ov6PAqZ6x8LYS2M6eiYT8WIj6IeCqrfJRGZ3FL4d1jlW4F6UQR9s7vDPi4JUGu2tXP5NCCE%2FG5PNI5I8L4C%2BKgxdoD0988nolC7UKlU2j0qQ%2BFfjq%2BjM4c2E0TVTf%2F7NnlenlTZRpvye4KBiJhAr002qxbJWmGFgNlOEUQxU8Cs2adop6jgBOWn9NstKMwCq1VfzbCJHZKNo8Jb0bMzD4LuFdR%2BgKsGNs1lq2DUVqvx40WGRX6yW72p5rHahWvCZfyxnsXzIhZD2Yq5NS8KKe7%2FI%2B7eXSqEV2TGtHJXELsiuKE1%2FeMN5S3STGZQzfocLn8Ht80FeVYYlUunHO1D2%2FUwi4eCugY6sgGQQtt8kYRLozR4UZWe2c4ih0qZKG2b%2Fsm3yKyNjAxyuayKslwWlWwMwJYdKgKagxhycpkEzJpnuaJ0qlmrtD2fPYV465D%2BFn%2BCKOKRpH639DScapaiD%2F4v9yzQfM%2Fh%2FLZYv0p5TaepiyW7G8YmPaMz90cP57G%2FFba35kemtK5v6%2Fhua%2FoOIKlxmXv6WtePMNvKtCEAfare6Hdpa7EVsdZ6SjsUeXOtAHdbrE73YyOJqsmQ&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20241122T143542Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYRPKGI3ZJ%2F20241122%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=82353ad02ab2a4f2f1438c9026545f40d74f28a69cae1fbd08b83d21d327a42b&hash=c0836eef84a3054365609bf6642305e21fd5e8206fd174e915e7923306f7aa2a&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S004896971834049X&tid=spdf-90155020-e495-4c9f-81b4-658322204c9f&sid=2ebc4c772b43e244427af9f44d8cebac63cegxrqb&type=client&tsoh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271800/1-s2.0-S0048969718X00266/1-s2.0-S004896971834049X/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjECYaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIA8FXrNDWpauTQS6aAYPfbHkiAW5nqMKdhGfqcIL7uTjAiBT1KNJ5SwuMk3Y9NE084%2BoO7aQtOB%2FSanRJJUADS4DuSq8BQi%2B%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F8BEAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIM3BN%2FHIRTGhxS1e6LKpAFj5o6gS6KeCFOIwBGgaCTpNCnhs4cA1dn2MX%2BGap5M7qfyYXh2i%2FPHZFOvv25N6Yi1lPJOk7m1j1eUsR%2FKx0ZMRzOuXwbiRonmupDc3fbZ61iqnmO7jqlfCUiU%2FtTJhlBRUjtQuf6lCz%2FAXdwluL73WMf%2BTmcEd3qeGxNZZ0zJgjF3RQcC03EdzJ%2F%2B8cqQ4vxiB3Of6O8ANi9wXzRl6LLTJoF230RX8TkeysGapWf%2FJPXYIPEVewzQUG88gd6zjngcHfEGtVN1hvY56Ag9e3WY21jKuBDlhczCpgCf3ZrQL2fq5VYEirw3ba5OUY4eBo9Tn7uHiKtSxCVxjb60bQ9DTvR%2BHyS5gHrjJrK1tOJYpP%2BE8XnQXC%2BeKTsZ2RmT8X2yjFLqpKxBeWC5F7VfPn3Di0oqz4Vq8HM2mYclLuv2IAVFJR0rb2IO2FjV%2B2ldjfCjmHxdwFS1QSsb7cFZ8YiLBg3pKpzXabLVXnYclR7%2FItCTuUIBfAI2WDroynOZ8NKUnNfBhy9SjN8ayE7q4kg2Ov6PAqZ6x8LYS2M6eiYT8WIj6IeCqrfJRGZ3FL4d1jlW4F6UQR9s7vDPi4JUGu2tXP5NCCE%2FG5PNI5I8L4C%2BKgxdoD0988nolC7UKlU2j0qQ%2BFfjq%2BjM4c2E0TVTf%2F7NnlenlTZRpvye4KBiJhAr002qxbJWmGFgNlOEUQxU8Cs2adop6jgBOWn9NstKMwCq1VfzbCJHZKNo8Jb0bMzD4LuFdR%2BgKsGNs1lq2DUVqvx40WGRX6yW72p5rHahWvCZfyxnsXzIhZD2Yq5NS8KKe7%2FI%2B7eXSqEV2TGtHJXELsiuKE1%2FeMN5S3STGZQzfocLn8Ht80FeVYYlUunHO1D2%2FUwi4eCugY6sgGQQtt8kYRLozR4UZWe2c4ih0qZKG2b%2Fsm3yKyNjAxyuayKslwWlWwMwJYdKgKagxhycpkEzJpnuaJ0qlmrtD2fPYV465D%2BFn%2BCKOKRpH639DScapaiD%2F4v9yzQfM%2Fh%2FLZYv0p5TaepiyW7G8YmPaMz90cP57G%2FFba35kemtK5v6%2Fhua%2FoOIKlxmXv6WtePMNvKtCEAfare6Hdpa7EVsdZ6SjsUeXOtAHdbrE73YyOJqsmQ&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20241122T143542Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYRPKGI3ZJ%2F20241122%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=82353ad02ab2a4f2f1438c9026545f40d74f28a69cae1fbd08b83d21d327a42b&hash=c0836eef84a3054365609bf6642305e21fd5e8206fd174e915e7923306f7aa2a&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S004896971834049X&tid=spdf-90155020-e495-4c9f-81b4-658322204c9f&sid=2ebc4c772b43e244427af9f44d8cebac63cegxrqb&type=client&tsoh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271800/1-s2.0-S0048969718X00266/1-s2.0-S004896971834049X/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjECYaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIA8FXrNDWpauTQS6aAYPfbHkiAW5nqMKdhGfqcIL7uTjAiBT1KNJ5SwuMk3Y9NE084%2BoO7aQtOB%2FSanRJJUADS4DuSq8BQi%2B%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F8BEAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIM3BN%2FHIRTGhxS1e6LKpAFj5o6gS6KeCFOIwBGgaCTpNCnhs4cA1dn2MX%2BGap5M7qfyYXh2i%2FPHZFOvv25N6Yi1lPJOk7m1j1eUsR%2FKx0ZMRzOuXwbiRonmupDc3fbZ61iqnmO7jqlfCUiU%2FtTJhlBRUjtQuf6lCz%2FAXdwluL73WMf%2BTmcEd3qeGxNZZ0zJgjF3RQcC03EdzJ%2F%2B8cqQ4vxiB3Of6O8ANi9wXzRl6LLTJoF230RX8TkeysGapWf%2FJPXYIPEVewzQUG88gd6zjngcHfEGtVN1hvY56Ag9e3WY21jKuBDlhczCpgCf3ZrQL2fq5VYEirw3ba5OUY4eBo9Tn7uHiKtSxCVxjb60bQ9DTvR%2BHyS5gHrjJrK1tOJYpP%2BE8XnQXC%2BeKTsZ2RmT8X2yjFLqpKxBeWC5F7VfPn3Di0oqz4Vq8HM2mYclLuv2IAVFJR0rb2IO2FjV%2B2ldjfCjmHxdwFS1QSsb7cFZ8YiLBg3pKpzXabLVXnYclR7%2FItCTuUIBfAI2WDroynOZ8NKUnNfBhy9SjN8ayE7q4kg2Ov6PAqZ6x8LYS2M6eiYT8WIj6IeCqrfJRGZ3FL4d1jlW4F6UQR9s7vDPi4JUGu2tXP5NCCE%2FG5PNI5I8L4C%2BKgxdoD0988nolC7UKlU2j0qQ%2BFfjq%2BjM4c2E0TVTf%2F7NnlenlTZRpvye4KBiJhAr002qxbJWmGFgNlOEUQxU8Cs2adop6jgBOWn9NstKMwCq1VfzbCJHZKNo8Jb0bMzD4LuFdR%2BgKsGNs1lq2DUVqvx40WGRX6yW72p5rHahWvCZfyxnsXzIhZD2Yq5NS8KKe7%2FI%2B7eXSqEV2TGtHJXELsiuKE1%2FeMN5S3STGZQzfocLn8Ht80FeVYYlUunHO1D2%2FUwi4eCugY6sgGQQtt8kYRLozR4UZWe2c4ih0qZKG2b%2Fsm3yKyNjAxyuayKslwWlWwMwJYdKgKagxhycpkEzJpnuaJ0qlmrtD2fPYV465D%2BFn%2BCKOKRpH639DScapaiD%2F4v9yzQfM%2Fh%2FLZYv0p5TaepiyW7G8YmPaMz90cP57G%2FFba35kemtK5v6%2Fhua%2FoOIKlxmXv6WtePMNvKtCEAfare6Hdpa7EVsdZ6SjsUeXOtAHdbrE73YyOJqsmQ&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20241122T143542Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYRPKGI3ZJ%2F20241122%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=82353ad02ab2a4f2f1438c9026545f40d74f28a69cae1fbd08b83d21d327a42b&hash=c0836eef84a3054365609bf6642305e21fd5e8206fd174e915e7923306f7aa2a&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S004896971834049X&tid=spdf-90155020-e495-4c9f-81b4-658322204c9f&sid=2ebc4c772b43e244427af9f44d8cebac63cegxrqb&type=client&tsoh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-ce/products/etc-ce-products/etc-ce-report-1-2022-microplastic-pollution-from-textile-consumption-in-europe/@@download/file/ETC_microplastics%20and%20textiles.pdf
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-ce/products/etc-ce-products/etc-ce-report-1-2022-microplastic-pollution-from-textile-consumption-in-europe/@@download/file/ETC_microplastics%20and%20textiles.pdf
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-ce/products/etc-ce-products/etc-ce-report-1-2022-microplastic-pollution-from-textile-consumption-in-europe/@@download/file/ETC_microplastics%20and%20textiles.pdf
https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-ce/products/etc-ce-products/etc-ce-report-1-2022-microplastic-pollution-from-textile-consumption-in-europe/@@download/file/ETC_microplastics%20and%20textiles.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/S13280-021-01589-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/S13280-021-01589-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/S13280-021-01589-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/S13280-021-01589-9
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.adr3837
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.adr3837
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.adr3837
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.adr3837
https://zerowasteeurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/ZWE_Nov24_FiftyYearsChemicalRecycling_FullOverview.pdf
https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/briefing-paper-TPR-QA/
https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/briefing-paper-TPR-QA/
https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/briefing-paper-TPR-QA/
https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/briefing-paper-TPR-QA/

