UK textile recycling sector faces collapse with £64 million annual burden looming
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The UK’s textile recycling sector is on the precipice of collapse, a warning issued by the Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) has indicated. This environmental NGO’s recent report highlights that the industry's present trajectory could lead to unsustainable financial losses, with local authorities, charities, and consumers potentially facing a £64 million annual burden should the sector cease to operate effectively. The repercussions extend far beyond monetary implications, encompassing significant environmental damage and an increased carbon footprint.
According to WRAP, the 'Transitioning to a UK Circular Textiles Ecosystem Report' provides a stark warning: with many businesses already operating at a loss, the industry is barrelling towards failure. Presently, the sector incurs losses that amount to approximately £88 million each year, stemming from the processing of non-reusable textiles (NRTs). Each year, sorters lose between £350 and £430 for individual tonnes of NRTs, representing a significant financial strain in a market already grappling with the impacts of fast fashion.
Fast fashion has led to a proliferation of low-quality garments that flood the market, diluting the resale value of second-hand items and complicating recycling efforts due to mixed materials. In light of this saturation, WRAP reports a troubling trend: nearly half of all used textiles—approximately 711,000 tonnes—are discarded into general waste rather than being reused or recycled. This influx equates to 30,000 shipping containers of cast-off clothing entering waste streams annually. Alarming figures reveal a staggering 57.5% drop in the price per tonne for textile bank donations over the past decade, crippling the financial sustainability of the recycling sector.
External factors compound the crisis further. Geopolitical tensions have disrupted vital trade routes, particularly through the Red Sea, driving up shipping costs and delaying the movement of goods. Export challenges, especially to destination countries in Africa and Asia, have been exacerbated by rising import duties and local market saturation, which, in turn, has led to diminished demand for used textiles and plummeting resale values.
Local authorities bear the brunt of this unsustainable situation, currently spending £73 million annually on gate fees for the disposal of textiles that end up in general waste. The prospect of the used textiles sector collapsing poses the terrifying risk of these costs surging to £200 million by 2035 if no structural changes are made, with councils potentially left solely responsible for managing textile waste. This situation threatens to increase pressure on already overstretched waste systems, which struggle to cope with rising volumes of textile waste.
Catherine David, the incoming CEO at WRAP, has articulated the gravity of the situation: “The charity sector plays a vital role in enabling a circular economy for fashion in the UK—a role it has been playing for over a hundred years. The sector now faces a crisis, with storage rooms up and down the country bursting with unsellable stock.” As a result, charities are increasingly unable to generate revenue, which in turn restrains the broader circular economy for textiles.
In response to this mounting crisis, WRAP has proposed a series of vital solutions centred around enhancing infrastructure and collaboration within the used textiles sector. Their recommendations include investing in advanced sorting technologies capable of efficiently processing textiles for recycling. According to Cyndi Rhoades, Co-Founder and CEO of Circle-8 Textile Ecosystems, “Non-reusable textiles are not waste, they are resources... These resources will replace the use of virgin materials in textile production.” 
The report also advocates for the introduction of a mandatory Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) scheme, placing accountability for end-of-life management squarely on producers. Such a scheme would incentivise sustainable design practices and aid in financing the necessary infrastructure to facilitate better sorting and recycling.
Moreover, WRAP has called for a thorough overhaul of retailer take-back schemes, which are often inconsistent and lack transparency. A new framework for collaboration between brands, collectors, and sorters is vital to create more effective systems for textile recovery, which includes shared standards and enhanced public engagement.
As the industry grapples with these substantial challenges, the call to action from WRAP is clear: collaborative efforts from all stakeholders are essential to avert collapse and foster a robust circular economy for textiles in the UK. 
The future of the UK's textile recycling sector hangs in the balance, and unless urgent, systemic changes are implemented, it risks descending into a crisis with devastating financial and environmental consequences.
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