
Sustainable Development Goals & 
THE FASHION INDUSTRY

The fashion and textile industry can no longer hide behind interwoven yarn of synthetic material when it comes to the 
impact it has on both people and the planet.  Science today confirms what has been spoken for some decades.  This document 
highlights the issues of textile waste, how we consume and produce have little or no consideration to our environment and 
workers along the supply chain.  We discuss where Ireland sits from a policy perspective with key recommendations and how 
the alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals can provide a prosperous and sustainable future for all.

Introduction

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals, set by the United Nations in 2015, are a road map intended to guide action that 
balances human needs with environmental health. The goals are a global agenda, a to-do list, that will end poverty, inequality, 
and achieve environmental sustainability by 2030.  The fashion industry can achieve sustainability through the integration of 
the goals across its supply chain to not only protect the environment but also the people working throughout. The industry 
can be directly related to the following goals:

SDGS & the Fashion Industry

The fashion industry, in its current linear form, is unsustainable and is now confirmed as 
one of the world’s biggest contributors to climate change. Globally the industry is 
reported to account for between 8% and 10% of the world’s annual carbon emissions1. 
In 2015, greenhouse gas emissions from textile production totaled 1.2 billion tonnes of 
CO22 which was more than that of all international flights and maritime shipping 
combined. In addition, with consumer demand for new clothing growing exponentially 
(fast fashion), experts predict that the fashion industry could account for a quarter of 
global emissions by 20403.  

Climate Impact of Fashion and Textiles  
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Production and 
Supply Chain  

Pollution from clothing occurs throughout every step of the 
supply chain from the conventional growing of crops using pesticides 
to the dying of textiles and their toxic chemicals to how we care for our clothing.  
Dyes and chemicals used throughout can leach into the soil, contaminating both surface 
and groundwater and impacting ecosystems.  Textile processing is accountable for 20% of 
all freshwater pollution.  Most recent research shows that 500,000 tonnes of microfibres 
(equivalent to 50billion plastic bottles4) are released into the oceans every year 
(microfibre pollution).  

By the mid-2000s, the fast fashion model dominated the fashion industry. It is character-
ised by super-fast production, offshore production in countries that offer the lowest 
wages, the least regulation, and the fewest protections for workers and the environment.   
Between 2000 and 2015, thanks to “fast fashion” global clothing production doubled 
from 50 billion units to 100 billion units. Every year we produce on average 100 to 120 
billion garments globally of which 70% end up in landfills or incinerated. Between 
10 -15% of all textile ever produced end their life on the cutting room 
floor due to poor design and production methods.

Pollution 

Consumption and Fast Fashion   

The carbon footprint of a garment 
largely depends on the material it is 
made from. Polyester, for example, 
a synthetic material, may have less 
impact on water and land than 
grown materials like cotton but 
emits more greenhouse gasses 
per kilogram as it relies on high 
volumes of non-renewable 
finite resources such as crude 
oil.  Cotton, albeit a man-made 
natural material, contributes to 
the global freshwater shortage 
due to the vast quantities 
required during farming and 
production. It can take approxi-
mately 2,700 litres of water to 
produce one cotton t-shirt.  Addi-
tionally, the manufacturing of 
conventional cotton uses high levels 
of pesticides and hazardous chemi-
cals which then leach into waterways 
and surrounding grounds impacting 
ecosystems and humans living in the area.  

Washing one 6KG wash of 
synthetic clothing can release 
up to 700,000 microfibers into 
our water systems. 



Globally, fashion is responsible for 92 million tonnes of waste being dumped in landfill every year 
with this projected to rise to 148 million tonnes by 20305. In Ireland, many (non-sourced) figures 
as to the number of textiles we dispose of annually (figures ranging from 225,000 to 250,000 
tonnes) are quoted. The truth is, these figures have been collected from different sources and 
are roughly estimated so it is difficult to confirm.  However, we do know that as a nation in 2018, 
80,000 tonnes of textiles were discarded through our kerbside collection6 which of course are 
then destined for landfill or incineration, a figure that has startingly doubled since 2008.  To put 
this into perspective globally, the equivalent of 1 rubbish truck of textile waste is landfilled or 
burned every second. Less than 1% of the material used to produce clothing is recycled into 
new clothing7, with many textiles exported to the “rag” trade infiltrating both local communities 
and landfills. 

Waste  

A circular fashion economy approach to the industry involves moving away from our traditional linear 'take, make and dispose of' 
model and works to achieve a model whereby fibres/fabrics/garments are kept in use and at their highest value.  Better use of raw 
materials and water, increased use of recycled fibres, and designing clothes that are easy to recycle at end-of-life, are all elements of 
smart design that the fashion industry is increasingly paying attention to.   A greater circularity of textiles and sustainable clothing 
will inevitably lead to a healthier environment and a prosperous growing economy.

Future of Fashion – Sustainability and Circularity 

Beyond the environmental impact, the 
fashion industry is closely linked to labour, 
gender, and poverty issues. Globally, 
fashion and textiles are among the most 
labour-intensive industries, estimated to 
employ more than 60 million people 
worldwide and directly linked with labour 
issues vastly driven by the cost of labour, 
with many brands seeking out the cheap-
est route.  An estimated 21 million8 people 
are entrapped in modern-day slavery 
where millions of people are forced to 
work with little or no pay under the threat 
of violence and horrific working condi-
tions. Eighty percent of the workforce 
throughout the supply chain are women, 
often subjected to violence and sexual 
harassment.  

Social and 
Ethical Impact 

  4Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017) A New Textiles Economy: Redesigning fashion’s future 5Environmental Audit Committee (2019) Fixing Fashion: clothing consumption and sustainability 
6Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (2018) 7Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2017) A New Textiles Economy: Redesigning fashion's future  8Safia Minney (2017) Slave to Fashion  9Hult Research and Ethical Trading Initiatives 

77% of UK retailers 
believe there is a 
likelihood of 
modern-day 
slavery in their 
supply chain9.

What's wrong with clothing in a landfill you wonder? A 
polyester dress will sit in a landfill from 200 to 450 
years, the same as plastic, whilst decomposing 
will create methane, harmful greenhouse gas 
and a significant contributor to global warming.)



The revised Waste Framework Directive (WFD) introduced a mandatory separate collection of textiles to be implemented from 
2025.    Whilst there is a growing awareness of the impact of the fashion and textile industry, there are policies that regulate the 
industry for the collection, reuse, or recycling of textiles in the EU or Ireland.
 
However, The European Commission sees textiles as a key priority for the Circular Economy Action Plan and has indicated that 
textiles are an upcoming area of interest in its future programme of work.   The fashion and textile industry has been recognised 
as a top 5 industry to adopt a circular economy model.

Whilst all stakeholders have a part to play in the journey towards a more sustainable and circular fashion industry, we recognise 
that government leadership is essential to foster change, and drive all major innovations. Advocacy is key to creating a new system 
of governance as we ask for the following recommendations to be addressed: 

Policy & Advocacy 

Education 

Embed sustainability and circular economy 
throughout the education system.  Compulsory 

implementation of sustainable and circular training 
and education practices with training by field 
professional academics and educators, across 

schools and universities.
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Trade policies 

Provide a resource platform that enables brands 
and retailers to align with and attain global ethical 

and sustainable trade policies. 

Innovation and Research 

The future of this industry depends on 
innovation.  Fundamental support through a 

research programme can enable technological 
developments and innovation with a focus on 

textile recycling, bio-based materials, and waste 
by-products from the food industry.   

Retailer and Brand Transparency

We ask for compulsory detailed sustainability 
reporting by all retailers and brands, ensuring better 

policy and regulation that improves working 
conditions, wages, and our ecosystems.

Public Awareness Campaign 

Provide a platform that enables more visibility and 
fewer barriers between consumers and producers 
to increase public understanding of the social and 

environmental impacts of clothing.

Economic Incentives

We ask for economic and/or tax incentives for 
retailers and brands that support a “zero to landfill” 

initiative for unsold goods, the food cloud of 
clothing where no unsold or deadstock is sent to 

landfill or wasted, but given a new lease of life 
through charity partnership.

Transparency

Little transparency surrounds textile recycling 
companies and textile recycling collection banks 

operating in Ireland.  We ask for an increased public 
understanding of textile recyclers practices 

with stringent licensing and regulation 
surrounding recycling banks.

Extended Producer Responsibility 

Nations globally enforce extended producer 
responsibility for post-consumer or unsold 

goods.  We ask for this to be applied to 
unsold textiles and clothing.  

Regulation and Legislation 

The government must put in place policies to 
address pre and post-consumer waste and make 

donating and recycling of textiles compulsory in line 
with delivering the obligations for textiles collection 

under the revised waste Framework Directive.

SDG Alignment

A coherent and coordinated approach towards 
the development of a circular and sustainable 

fashion industry to contribute to the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. 


