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HOW RECLAIMING UNWANTED TEXTILES
CREATES JOBS & IMPACTS THE
ENVIRONMENT
Most people know Bay State Textiles’ main focus is reclaiming
unwanted textiles from the solid waste stream. The purpose of this
newsletter is to explain what happens to this material once
collected.
There is a healthy demand for used clothing and shoes from the
United States all over the world. BST exports a large percentage of
the clothing collected to Central and South American countries,
where the “ropa americana” is sold in used clothing markets.
According to the Council for Textile Recycling, nearly half of the
donated clothing that is not sold domestically in the United States
(about 1.6 million tons) is sold on the international secondhand
clothing market, and the vast majority of that quantity is resold in
secondhand markets in developing nations. This industry provides
hundreds of thousands of jobs in developing countries. These
markets are robust centers of economic activity, and people rely on
them not only as a source of clothing but as a source of income
and employment. Residents in these developing markets are able
to purchase higher quality clothing at a fraction of the price.

There are several different types of jobs that the secondhand
clothing industry provides. For example, truck drivers, shipping
ports, and steamship line employment all benefit from this
industry. The tonnage of textiles exported equates to
approximately 75,000 forty foot containers annually. Once these
containers arrive the economic benefits are exponential. Small
entrepreneurs are buying and selling this material, and employing
unskilled labor to grade this material. Employment in the
secondhand clothing industry is diverse. Karen Tranberg Hansen, a
professor of Anthropology at Northwestern University, says workers
“are young and old, women and men, with different educational
and employment histories and from many ethnic groups.” These
jobs support the livelihood of hundreds of thousands of people in
developing countries.
With these jobs come many valuable skills. Workers gain
knowledge of brands and local trends so they can restyle some of
the clothing to fit the tastes of those they will be selling to. They
may also learn tailoring skills like sewing, ironing, or steaming.
When selling the clothing, workers learn customer service and

retail skills such as money handling. Going a little further up the
supply chain, workers learn the way of transporting the clothing,
how to keep inventory, and some even learn how to operate
machinery in warehouses. Those sorting the clothing learn how to
evaluate the condition of a garment and determine where it should
end up, depending on the material and the condition.

Another benefit of secondhand clothing markets is that they
help to reduce harm to the environment by reusing clothing that
has plenty of remaining value. The fashion industry is the second
largest polluter in the world, right after oil and gas. As the industry
grows with the current fast fashion phenomenon, environmental
damage increases. The term “fast fashion” is defined as a design,
manufacturing, and marketing method focused on rapidly
producing high volumes of clothing. It utilizes trends and lowquality materials in order to bring inexpensive styles to the public.
These items are produced and worn very quickly, usually only a few
times before being discarded. New collections of these items are
constantly being introduced. This is a growing concern, as these
cheaply made, easily available clothing pieces have created a
huge overconsumption issue, resulting in harmful impacts on the
environment. More than 60% of fabric fibers are now synthetics
which are derived from fossil fuels. This means if the clothing ends
up in a landfill, it will not decay. About 85% of clothing and

textiles end up in landfills, even though 95% in any condition can
be recycled or reused. Secondhand clothing markets and textile
recycling provide a solution to this ongoing issue by keeping
clothing out of landfills.
The process of how the textiles get to their final destination
starts with facilities called “graders.” At a grading facility, workers
grade, or sort, the textiles into different categories. The three main
categories are made up of the reusable clothing grade, the fiber
conversion grade, and the wiping rag grade. The reusable clothing
grade includes any textile that is in condition to be resold. Fiber
conversion involves breaking down the textiles into new fiberbased products, such as carpet padding or insulation. The wiping
rag grade refers to the resizing and break down of the materials to
make industrial wiping rags that are then sold to different
industries such as automotive or public works. Instead of being
contaminated in piles of trash, the clothes and textiles are given a
second life. The stained t-shirt that you thought you had to throw
away can actually be turned into a wiping cloth. Even an old teddy
bear can be recycled into stuffing for car seats. These are just
some of the many ways our used textiles can be turned into a new
good for a new purpose. Giving textiles a second life through
reusing or recycling has many benefits that help not only the
planet, but the people living on it, too!

