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I. INTRODUCTION

The Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) welcomes the opportunity
to contribute views on how the Basel Convention can address the growing
problem of textile waste and its transboundary movement.

EIA is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) with more than 40 years of experience investigating environmental
crime and supporting effective policy development and implementation at the international, regional and national
levels, including the Basel Convention and the European Union (EU) Waste Shipment Regulation (WSR).

For years, our work has identified systemic weaknesses in the global trade and management of waste streams,
documenting how loopholes, misclassification and poor enforcement enable environmental harm.

Drawing on our experience exposing illegal trade in electronic waste (e-waste) and plastic waste, EIA has developed
expertise in data review and trade analysis, combining customs data, shipping records and field investigations to
identify areas for strengthened governance.

Drawing on this experience, EIA’s position on textiles is all textile waste should, as a minimum, be presumed to be an
“other waste” controlled under Annex II and subject to the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure. This reflects the
real composition of modern textile waste, which is almost entirely synthetic or blended, chemically treated and shed
microplastics and contaminants through use, disposal and recovery. These characteristics make recoverable textiles
indistinguishable from mixed or unrecoverable waste.

Hazardous textile waste must also be appropriately listed under Annex VIII. Large volumes of post-consumer
textiles contain hazardous chemicals, including per-and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), brominated flame
retardants (BFRs), chlorinated paraffins and azo dyes.** Studies have identified textiles (including carpets, upholstery
and garments) with concentrations exceeding persistent organic pollutant (POP) thresholds and present risks
consistent with hazardous waste classifications.

@
0
=
i
Al
Z
o




This approach aligns with the Basel Convention’s core objective to protect human health and the environment from
the adverse effects of hazardous and other wastes by preventing the unregulated export of difficult, contaminated
and low-value waste to countries without the capacity for environmentally sound management (ESM). It reflects the
Convention’s core principles of control, transparency and precaution. Where the nature or risks of a waste stream
cannot be reliably assessed at the border, where chemical composition is unknown and where waste is routinely
mixed, the Convention defaults to oversight through the PIC procedure.

Reform of the existing Annex IX entries is therefore necessary. The current textile listings presume recoverability
and suitability for trade, assumptions that no longer reflect the composition, contamination or management realities
of modern textile waste. Annex IX entries B3030 and B3035 should be deleted or substantially amended and replaced
with narrowly defined carve-outs only for uncontaminated, pre-consumer natural fibres, accompanied by strict
guardrails and periodic review.

This must be complemented by the creation of a dedicated R-code for reuse to eliminate reqgulatory ambiguity and
misdeclaration, a Secretariat-led process with the World Customs Organisation (WCO) to align Harmonised System
(HS) codes with revised Basel classifications and the development of technical guidelines, in coordination with the
Stockholm Convention, that reflect actual chemical profiles and technology limitations.

Basel Convention amendments over time reflect a consistent approach: when a waste stream becomes complex,
mixed or misdeclared, the exemption from control must be withdrawn and PIC applied. Modern textile waste meets
that profile; amendments are necessary to mitigate the harm.

II. TYPES AND CHARACTERISTICS OF
TEXTILE WASTE

Modern textile waste is a heterogeneous, chemically complex and
increasingly synthetic waste stream that cannot be reliably characterised
at borders. These characteristics justify a baseline presumption of Annex
II control and the identification of hazardous fractions requiring Annex
VIII listing.

A. TEXTILE COMPOSITION AND PROJECTED SYNTHETIC DOMINANCE

Textile waste generation is accelerating alongside fast-fashion production, driven by low-cost manufacturing
and declining garment lifespans.® Global fibre production now exceeds 111 million tonnes per year and clothing
consumption is projected to reach 160 million tonnes by 2050.

Modern textiles are no longer composed of simple, single-fibre natural materials such as cotton or wool. Instead,
synthetics account for nearly 70 per cent of all global fibre production, principally polyester, nylon and elastane —
derived from petrochemicals.” Most of the remainder is cotton blended with synthetics to enhance performance and
reduce cost.

Because modern textile products increasingly use synthetic fibres, elastane blends, coatings, laminations and mixed
fibre constructions, the proportion of garments composed of simple, single-fibre natural materials (such as 100 per
cent cotton or wool) has become the exception. This shift significantly undermines the technical and economic
feasibility of closed-loop, fibre-to-fibre recycling because recycling processes require well-defined homogeneous fibres
and are compromised by mixed or contaminated feedstocks.

Synthetic textile production is projected to continue growing far faster than natural fibres, driven largely by
expanding polyester output. Figure 1 shows polyester rising steeply to dominate global fibre production, with
synthetics outpacing all natural fibre categories combined.

This shift reinforces the sectoral trend towards fossil fuel-derived fibres and away from easily recyclable monofibre
textiles, contributing to a waste stream increasingly composed of blended, additive-laden and non-recyclable
materials.



Figure 1: Global fibre production dataset visualised by the Changing Markets Foundation, covering historical production from 1980
and market projections to 2030 across major fibre categories including polyester, polyamide, acrylic, polypropylene, cellulosic fibres,
cotton and wool.
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B. MICROPLASTIC SHEDDING AND TRANSBOUNDARY NATURE OF
HARM

Synthetic fibres are petrochemical polymers identical to those used in packaging and other plastic products. Synthetic
textiles are now recognised as one of the largest and most geographically widespread sources of microplastic
pollution, releasing fibres throughout their entire lifecycle. These microfibres escape during washing, wearing,
mechanical shredding, transport, sorting, baling and informal recycling, making textile waste a continuous source of
transboundary pollution.*

Unlike microbeads or pellet spills, microfibre release is intrinsic to the material itself and therefore cannot be
effectively mitigated at end-of-life. This creates a persistent pollution vector with no meaningful containment. Textile
microfibres are now documented in almost every environment, studies confirm their presence in:

* Marine environments: Microfibres are one of the largest source of marine microplastics and are found in deep sea
sediments at depths exceeding 10,000m, including samples from the Mariana Trench and the Kermadec Trench;***
coastal sediments and beach sands on every continent;"*** surface waters and gyres, where microfibres constitute
a dominant fraction of plastic particles collected during trawl surveys;* coral reefs, where fibres lodge in coral
polyps, impair feeding and increase bleaching susceptibility;' marine mammals, including whales stranded in
the Mediterranean and North Atlantic, with microfibres found in digestive tracts and lungs;"” and commercial fish
species such as anchovy, cod, mackerel and mussels entering human food chains.*

* Freshwater and drinking-water systems: Lake sediments; river systems including the Mekong, Rhine, Po, Ganges,

Danube and Mississippi;'” tap water and bottled water worldwide;”* and urban stormwater and wastewater sludge
used as agricultural fertiliser, creating soil contamination pathways.”
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« Atmospheric fallout: Airborne fibres have been documented in remote alpine regions such as the Pyrenees and
the Alps,” protected forests and national parks, densely populated cities including Paris, London, New York and
Beijing;* and indoor environments, including schools, offices and workplaces, where concentrations are often
hundreds of times higher than outdoors.”* Airborne fibre dispersal enables textiles to function as a long-range
pollution source, crossing borders irrespective of waste management conditions.

 Agricultural soils: Microfibres are now the most abundant plastic contaminant in soil systems, detected in fields
fertilised with biosolids from wastewater treatment plants;* vegetable and cereal crop soils; livestock grazing
lands; remote grassland and steppe regions receiving atmospheric deposition. Studies show soil microfibres alter
microbial communities, reduce crop productivity and change earthworm behaviour.

* Food, beverages and consumer products: Microfibres have been found in sea salt and table salt from multiple
continents;” honey, sugar and rice, beer and soft drinks, vegetables, seaweed and tea.

* Human exposure: Emerging medical research has identified microfibres in human lungs, where fibres are retained
deep in pulmonary tissue;*’ placental tissue, indicating maternal-foetal transfer;** blood samples, suggesting
systemic circulation of polymer particles;*” and faecal samples, confirming ingestion through air, water and food.
Inhaled fibres have been associated with inflammatory responses, oxidative stress and potential carcinogenicity.
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Further, textile production consumes 93 billion cubic meters of water each year and 98 million tonnes of non-
renewable resources, while the sector accounts for eight per cent of the global carbon budget and 20 per cent of
industrial water pollution.*® Textile waste is not a minor residual stream but a major industrial pollution source
comparable in scale and composition to other plastic waste.

Microfibre pollution demonstrates that textile waste is an inherently polluting stream that generates harm simply by
being handled, transported or processed.?” Unlike other waste categories, synthetic textiles release fibres continuously
during sorting, baling, shipment and onward movement, meaning that every stage of transboundary transport
produces diffuse pollution which is not mitigated or contained. This intrinsic and unavoidable release is incompatible
with the Convention’s objective to minimise adverse effects from the generation and transbhoundary movement of
wastes.

C. CHEMICAL ADDITIVES AND HAZARDOUS CONSTITUENTS

Apart from their growing synthetic nature, textiles are also chemically complex and contain a wide range of additives
and residues that bring large portions of the waste stream within the scope of hazardous waste under the Basel and
Stockholm Conventions.

These substances are applied throughout fibre extrusion, dyeing, finishing and printing and persist in the final
product, where they are mobilised during wear, washing, mechanical processing, shredding, baling, export

and disposal. As a result, post-consumer textile waste frequently contains chemicals that meet Basel hazard
characteristics or exceed Stockholm Convention low-POP thresholds, underscoring the need for Annex Il and Annex
VIII controls for all textile waste.

Studies have identified significant volumes of textiles on the global market contain PFAS, particularly durable
water-repellent outerwear, children’s jackets, uniforms and sportswear. Long-chain PFAS restricted under the
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Stockholm Convention remain widespread in both new and secondhand garments, including those destined for
export.

Because PFAS wash off, volatilise or abrade from textiles during normal use and waste handling, they contaminate
soil, wastewater, biosolids, landfill leachate and receiving environments. These characteristics mean that PFAS-
treated textiles waste readily meets thresholds for hazardous waste classification and the presence of POPs in these
materials requires Parties to apply Annex VIII controls.

Hazardous flame retardants also feature prominently in carpets, upholstery, mattresses, furniture textiles and
children’s products.* BFRs such as PBDEs, HBCD and TBBPA are persistent, bioaccumulative and toxic and many

are already listed under the Stockholm Convention.” Studies show that BFR concentrations in synthetic carpet

fibres often exceed low-POP content thresholds, meaning such carpet waste cannot be safely recycled and must be
classified as hazardous waste when discarded.”* When these textiles enter the global secondhand or recycling stream,
they disperse hazardous additives across borders and into informal waste management systems.

Textiles also contain high concentrations of chlorinated paraffins, azo dyes and disperse dyes, widely used in fast
fashion manufacturing.”” Short-chain chlorinated paraffins are listed as POPs, while many azo dyes degrade into
carcinogenic aromatic amines. These substances are not removed through washing, transport or mechanical sorting
and remain embedded in garments and textile waste. Additional finishing agents such as phthalates, triclosan, silver
nanoparticles, anti-crease formaldehyde resins and anti-odour coatings contribute further hazardous constituents
that migrate during handling, laundering and disposal.

Taken together, these chemical profiles demonstrate that contamination is intrinsic to textile production and remains
present in the overwhelming majority of post-consumer textile waste. Because these substances persist through
collection, sorting and baling, border authorities cannot reliably distinguish hazardous from non-hazardous textiles
through visual inspection or routine checks.

The waste stream routinely meets Basel hazard characteristics, including toxicity, ecotoxicity and acute human
health risks. For these reasons, all textile waste should be presumed to fall under Annex II as “other waste” requiring
PIC, and hazardous fractions containing PFAS, BFRs, chlorinated paraffins, carcinogenic dyes or exceeding low-POP
thresholds should be listed under Annex VIII to ensure the highest level of control under the Convention.

D. DEFINITION OF TEXTILE WASTE AND NECESSARY DISPOSAL
OPERATIONS FOR TEXTILES

Textile waste encompasses a broad and heterogeneous set of materials that arise at all stages of the textile lifecycle.
For the purposes of the Basel Convention, textile waste should be understood as any textile material, article or fibre-
based product that is disposed of or is intended to be disposed of or is required to be disposed of and where disposal
means any operation specified in Article IV of the Convention, whether originating from households, commercial
users or industrial production.”® This definition includes:

» post-consumer textiles, such as used clothing, household fabrics, carpets, footwear and furnishing textiles

+ pre-consumer (post-industrial) residues, including tow, noils, yarn waste, fibre flocks, trimmings, selvedge,
defective production runs, offcuts and garnetted stock

» mixed textile fractions produced during sorting, baling, shredding or preparation for reuse or reprocessing
* non-wovens and technical textiles, such as geotextiles, automotive interiors and industrial composites.

This definition aligns with evolving international policy guidance. UNEP's textile circularity initiative notes that
global guidelines are being developed to “differentiate used textiles from textile waste”, explicitly recognising that
discarded textiles form an overarching textile waste category and only a narrow verified subset may legitimately
qualify as “used textiles” suitable for reuse-based trade.

Textiles should therefore be classified as waste upon collection, regardless of their intended next use. Textiles should
continue to be presumed waste until they meet recognised end-of-waste criteria for reuse to regain product status as
“used textiles”. These criteria should include fully sorted, clean, functional and chemically compliant items.

Under the Basel Convention, any material undergoing an Annex IV recovery operation is legally considered waste
until recovery is complete and the material meets recognised end-of-waste criteria. This includes sorting, cleaning,
preparation for reuse, shredding, mechanical processing, re-fibering or recycling. Accordingly, all collected textiles,
post-consumer garments, household textiles, mixed fractions and pre-consumer residues are textile waste unless and
until they have undergone recovery and meet strict standards for products.



Notably, the absence of a dedicated R-operation for preparation for reuse contributes directly to the misdeclaration
of waste as secondhand goods. Preparation-for-reuse activities currently fall under general recovery categories,
which obscures the distinction between waste and non-waste in transboundary movements. Evidence from
importing countries show that shipments declared as “used textiles” often contain unsorted, damaged, low-grade or
contaminated waste precisely because customs and waste-shipment systems cannot differentiate between recovery
and reuse (see more in Section IV(d)).

Discussions on establishing a specific R-code for reuse have already taken place within Basel expert groups and
Annex IV negotiations. Over the past decade, numerous Parties and observers have highlighted that the absence of
such an R-operation undermines enforcement and enables illegal traffic in waste disguised as reusable clothing.

Although the most recent amendment package did not incorporate a new R-code, Parties acknowledged that this
regulatory gap continues to conceal waste flows and weaken compliance. Clarifying preparation for reuse as a
distinct recovery operation remains a priority for the Convention’s future work and would provide competent
authorities with a clear operational tool to distinguish products from waste.

III. GLOBAL TRADE LANDSCAPE AND
DYNAMICS

The global trade in used and waste textiles has expanded rapidly over
the past decade but remains poorly characterised, weakly regulated and
largely opaque due to limited data, fragmented reporting and the absence
of binding control procedures under the Basel Convention.

This has created a system whereby large quantities of waste move across borders with minimal transparency and
harmful textile waste mostly generated by Annex VII countries is often dumped in vulnerable communities of non-
Annex VII countries.

Because textiles, including synthetics and worn clothing are explicitly listed under Annex IX, movements often occur
without notification, consent or information on composition and Parties often do not declare whether shipments
contain reusable goods, mixed-quality materials or waste.

Combined with inadequate HS codes, this has created a trade landscape marked by persistent misclassification,
incomplete data, significant routing through intermediary hubs and widespread lack of transparency, which closely
mirrors conditions that enable illegal waste trafficking of other plastic materials.

A. RELEVANT HARMONISED SYSTEM CODES AND NEED FOR CHANGE

HS codes are the primary international tool for identifying and monitoring goods in global trade. For waste streams,
they provide the basis for risk profiling, customs inspections, data collection, identification of hazardous flows and
triggering PIC procedures.

Effective HS coding is therefore essential for ensuring that Parties understand the nature of materials entering and
leaving their borders and for assessing whether ESM is possible.

However, no clear HS code exists for “textile waste”. Instead, most textile waste is traded under ambiguous codes
that match narrower B3030 language, namely HS 6309 “Worn clothing and other worn articles”. In the absence of
a dedicated HS code for textile waste, large volumes of waste are currently traded under this code with ambiguous
oversight. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) notes that enforcement agencies routinely treat
“used and waste textiles” as a single combined stream because current customs classifications do not distinguish
products from waste.

This catch-all category enables misclassification and obscures the real nature of shipments leaving importing
authorities with little visibility as to what they are receiving or whether ESM is possible. Investigations and field
evidence consistently show that a substantial proportion of shipments declared under HS 6309 contain mixed,
unsellable or contaminated waste unsuitable for reuse or recycling. We do not know the true scale and nature of
textile waste flows, nor the hazardous waste that flows without control.

The next relevant code is HS code 6310, covering “used or new rags, scrap twine, cordage, rope and cables.” In the
context of textile waste trade, HS 6310 often functions as a declaration code for shipments containing low-value
textile residues, unsellable garments, shredded blends or mixed fibre scrap; however, again there is no distinguishing
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between product or waste. Because only a narrow subset of textile scrap is genuinely recyclable, specifically
homogeneous, segregated and chemically untreated fractions, the large volumes currently traded under codes such
as HS 6310 indicate that most of this material will not reach ESM.

Another relevant code is HS code 5505, covering “waste (including noils, yarn waste and garnetted stock) of man-
made fibres.” This code more accurately reflects textile waste streams generated from production and recycling
processes, including synthetic fibre residues and shredded materials. Yet exports declared under 5505 are poorly
monitored and often aggregated within general fibre trade statistics, providing little visibility into the quantities or
composition of these materials.

In practice, textile waste may also be exported under other codes that obscure its true nature, such as 6304 “Other
furnishing articles”, 5202/5501 for cotton and synthetic fibre waste or other misdeclarations. This multiplicity of
potential codes makes it difficult to quantify the trade in textile waste and undermines transparency in customs
reporting.

The lack of dedicated HS codes for textile waste, combined with the Annex IX presumption of recoverability, has
produced systemic transparency failures. Because shipments are declared under product-oriented codes such as HS
6309, authorities cannot distinguish reusable textiles from waste, assess contamination or hazardous constituents, or
determine whether ESM is possible.

This misclassification prevents governments and NGOs from tracking volumes, identifying emerging trends, profiling
risk or detecting illegal traffic and obscures the true scale of transboundary textile waste flows. These weaknesses
mirror the situation with plastic waste trade, when inappropriate HS codes enabled large movements of mixed and
contaminated plastics to escape control.

To address this structural blind spot, EIA recommends that the Basel Secretariat initiates a coordinated process with
the World Customs Organization (WCO) to develop dedicated HS codes for textile waste, including codes aligned
with the proposed redesign of Annex II (other waste), Annex VIII (hazardous waste) and Annex IX (non-waste or
narrowly defined pre-consumer residues). Such reforms are essential to ensure that HS classifications accurately
reflect the updated scope of Basel controls and provide Parties with the information needed for effective oversight
and environmentally sound management.

B. SCALE AND DIRECTION OF TRADE

Available trade data show that the global movement of used and waste textiles is large, expanding and structurally
opaque. Across the four HS codes most used for secondhand textiles and textile residues (HS 6309, 6310, 5505 and
6304), annual global flows amount to several million tonnes per year.

However, no HS code distinguishes textile waste from secondhand textile products and no dataset records whether
shipments contain products, mixed-quality materials or waste. This structural opacity is reinforced by the existing
Annex IX listings, which mostly allows movements to occur without notification or consent and without disclosure of
composition.

EIA’s analysis of UN Comtrade and ITC statistics for HS 6309 ("Worn clothing and other worn articles”) throughout
the following section shows a sustained and significant increase in global exports. Exporters reported approximately
4.1 million tonnes in 2015, rising to more than 5.5 million tonnes in 2024. The trade has therefore grown by over 1.4
million tonnes in a decade, despite mounting evidence that a substantial proportion of these flows consist of low-
grade, synthetic, contaminated or otherwise unusable material.

This expansion mirrors the acceleration of fast-fashion production and declining garment lifespans, with global
textile waste generation projected to reach 134 million tonnes annually by 2030.

UN Comtrade data shows Annex VII exporters drive the trade, the largest exporters remain the EU, the UK, the US, the
Republic of Korea and Canada. Their increasing export volumes aligns with high consumption volumes, the rapid
turnover of fast-fashion garments, wider collection systems and the structural reliance on exporting waste to avoid
domestic disposal costs (see Figure 3).



Figure 3: Annex VII Parties consistently account for the majority of global HS 6309 exports, reflecting high levels of consumption,
waste generation and established collection systems in OECD and EU Member States. UNComtrade and ITC statistics data.
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Although Annex VII countries dominate global exports of used textiles, several non-Annex VII countries also appear
as major exporters, often reflecting upper-middle-income economies and their roles as manufacturing centres,
sorting hubs or transit states:

 China increased reported exports grew nearly tenfold from 133,832 tonnes in 2015 to over 1.14 million tonnes in
2024, which may reflect rising domestic consumption and the consolidation of China'’s sorting and re-export sector

 Pakistan expanded reported exports from 22,247 tonnes in 2015 to 307,263 tonnes in 2024, indicating growth of
post-consumer sorting industry

» Bangladesh, one of the world’s largest textile and garment producers, increasingly exports sub grade material
generated through its domestic sorting sector and pre-consumer scrap from the garment industry.

While Annex VII Parties account for the majority of HS 6309 exports, disaggregating the data by World Bank income
group shows that nearly all global exports originate from high-income and upper-middle-income countries (see
Figure 4). This confirms that the used-textile trade is overwhelmingly driven by wealthy economies and major
manufacturing hubs, rather than by low-income countries, reinforcing the structural imbalance whereby the
countries generating the most textile waste are not those receiving or managing its residual fractions.

Figure 4: Virtually all HS 6309 exports originate from high-income and upper-middle-income economies as qualified by the World
Bank Income Group. Lower-middle-income exporters represent a modest and growing share, but low-income countries contribute
only negligible volumes. UNComtrade and ITC statistics data.

HS 6309 Exports by World Bank Income Group (2015-2024)

Income Group
| mmm High

B Upper-Middie
= Lower-Middle
Low

) (%] £ Ln

Exports of HS 6309 (million tonnes)

=

%,
o,
%2,
e%
e%
ea‘:a
%, ,
2, ,
2, 5

8 Environmental Investigation Agency ‘@ !‘




The trade is increasingly routed through complex transshipment networks replicating patterns observed in the global
e-waste and plastic waste trade. Major re-export hubs based on reported UN Comtrade data include:

United Arab Emirates (UAE): one of the world's largest textile re-export hubs, processing mixed used textiles
originating from the EU, UK and US and redistributing them across Africa and South Asia

* Belgium and the Netherlands: key consolidation and re-export centres within the EU, often serving as routing
points for global redistribution

 Singapore: a regional hub for sorting and forwarding shipments across Asia

* India: primarily an importer, but also a substantial re-distributor of mixed textile fractions to South Asia, East Africa
and the Middle East.

These hubs obscure the origin of waste, facilitate the mixing of loads and complicate enforcement, as demonstrated
in risk assessments and other waste trafficking briefings.

Unsurprisingly, the main import destinations for HS 6309 shipments are non-Annex VII countries with Ghana, Kenya,
Tanzania, Nigeria, India, Pakistan, Malaysia and Chile topping the list. Many of these countries have limited formal
recycling capacity and already face large accumulations of unusable textile fractions. The composition of incoming
loads, often reported as dominated by synthetic blends, damaged items and contamination, means a high proportion
cannot be reused or recovered in practice.

Throughout the dataset, large discrepancies between declared exports and recorded imports are common, often
amounting to thousands of tonnes per year. These mismatches point to misclassification, under-reporting and re-
routing of shipments through transit hubs, all of which hinder transparency and traceability. Those discrepancies
may also indicate that much of what is exported as used clothing for reuse is low-grade or contaminated waste.

C. ECONOMICS OF TEXTILE WASTE ry
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Figure 5 presents the top 10 bilateral export flows in 2024
for combined HS 6309 and 6310, based on UN Comtrade
data visualised through the Spiceflow tool, which notably *
excludes the EU. Expressed in value, the figure highlights :
concentration of commercial benefit in a handful of high-
income and upper-middle-income exporting economies and
shows that the economic value of the trade is substantial:
$1.23 billion.

Bangladesh

According to the UNODC, the global trade in used textiles United Aral) Emirates
is worth more than $5.5-6.0 billion annually, with the top

exporting countries capturing most of the commercial gain
through resale markets, charitable collections, commercial
sorting operations and avoidance of domestic disposal United Kingdom Ukraine
costs.

In contrast, major import-dependent countries, particularly
those which do not re-export, absorb the high proportion of
unusable material embedded within these shipments. In-
country reporting says 40-70 per cent of bales are found to be
unsellable due to poor quality, synthetics, contamination or
physical damage.

This unusable waste imposes significant financial burdens
on municipalities, which must manage collection, transport,
uncontrolled dumping, open burning and landfill expansion.
Infrastructure impacts are also substantial: mixed textile
waste contributes to drainage blockage, increased flood risk,
contamination of surface water and degradation of public
spaces, all of which generate public expenditure not reflected
in any trade statistics. Honduras




The economic costs linked to chemical contamination, microfibre release and hazardous additives are even more
difficult to quantify. As discussed in Section II(c), synthetic textiles and chemically treated garments release POPs,
microplastics, dyes, PFAS and other hazardous substances during sorting, handling, washing, shredding and disposal.
These exposures affect waste pickers, sorting workers, nearby communities and ecosystems, yet the associated
health care costs, long-term ecological damages and declines in ecosystem services remain incalculable and
unaccounted for in the economic value of the trade. The absence of disclosure requirements, composition data and
PIC controls further obscures the scale of risk, preventing importing countries from assessing whether shipments can
be managed safely.

At the same time, textile manufacturing remains economically important for several key producing countries,
including Pakistan, Bangladesh, Turkiye and Egypt, where the industry represents a major share of national exports.
However, the rapid expansion of fast fashion, which helped drive the sector’s rebound to $1.6 trillion in 2023 and
projected growth to $3.3 trillion by 2030, has intensified global waste generation and contributes to over $500 billion in
lost material value annually due to under-utilisation, short garment lifespans and minimal fibre-to-fibre recycling.

In these economies, imports of used textiles feed both formal and informal sorting and downcycling sectors, yet most
low-grade fractions become waste that must be managed domestically. With limited recycling infrastructure and
inadequate hazardous-waste systems, the environmental and fiscal burden of the waste fraction is shifted entirely
onto importing states.

Taken together, the evidence demonstrates that the global used-textile trade operates as a cost-externalisation
mechanism: exporting countries retain the commercial value of the trade, while importing countries, predominantly
non-Annex VII Parties, bear the environmental, social, infrastructural and public-health burdens associated with
managing the contaminated and unrecoverable fractions embedded within these flows.

IV.CHALLENGES IN MANAGING TEXTILE
WASTE IN APPLYING EXISTING ANNEXES

The current treatment of textile waste under the Basel Convention is no
longer fit for purpose. Annex IX entries B3030 and B3035 were drafted
in an era when textile waste consisted largely of clean, homogeneous
natural fibres.

Today, textile waste is overwhelmingly synthetic, chemically treated, blended, contaminated and functionally
indistinguishable from other complex plastic wastes. Nevertheless, its green listing means that is largely uncontrolled
from Basel procedures. This has created significant governance gaps: shipments move without notification or
consent; authorities lack information on composition; and importing countries have no opportunity to assess whether
ESM is possible. The result is a structurally opaque, highly mobile waste stream which undermines the objectives of
the Convention.

Global reporting and known recycling capacity further constrain Basel’s implementation. No harmonised data system
exists for textile waste; most countries do not separately monitor it; and supply-chain opacity prevents Parties from
understanding the volume, quality or chemical nature of materials moving across borders. The absence of dedicated
HS code combined with inconsistent definitions of reuse, recovery and recycling means that existing Annex
classifications cannot be operationalised in practice.

A. LIMITED RECYCLING CAPACITY LEADING TO SIGNIFICANT
MISMANAGEMENT

Global recycling capacity for textiles is extremely limited and bears no relationship to the quantities of post-consumer
waste generated each year. Current estimates indicate that roughly 92 million tonnes of textile waste are produced
annually, yet less than one per cent is recycled back into new fibre; some analyses put true fibre-to-fibre recycling at
below 0.1 per cent, meaning almost all recycling is downcycling into insulation, rags or stuffing rather than genuine
material recovery.

This mirrors the structural flaws EIA documented in the plastic waste market: where genuine recycling pathways are
limited, export markets absorb the overflow, creating the illusion of recyclability while real end-of-life burdens fall on
importing states.®” It is estimated approximately 87 per cent of textiles are landfilled or incinerated after use, with a
further 12 per cent downcycled into low-value applications. Only a very small fraction, mainly clean, homogeneous
pre-consumer offcuts, can be recycled at all.
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Post-consumer textiles, by contrast, are overwhelmingly mixed fibres, synthetic blends, elastane-based corespun
yarns or garments containing disruptive coatings, glitter, printing films, sequins and complex trims. The Netherland’s
Human Environment and Transport Inspectorate (ILT) 2025 report finds that nearly half of all textiles placed on the
EU market contain non-removable disruptive elements, which make mechanical or chemical recycling impossible.
Chemical recycling capacity, which requires clean, mono-material feedstocks that compete with mechanical
feedstocks, is limited to a handful of commercial facilities globally and is collapsing economically; Renewcell’s 2024
bankruptcy highlights the market’s inability to support fibre-to-fibre recycling at scale.

Market-wide data reinforces this systemic limit. Only two per cent of global textile fibre production comes from
recycled material and almost all is recycled PET bottles.®” Manufacturers overwhelmingly rely on pre-consumer
textile waste rather than post-consumer waste because of quality constraints, contamination and the lack of
profitable recycling outlets. The ILT study similarly concludes that “fibre-to-fibre recycling has barely got off the
ground’, that collection and sorting companies “are in financial distress” and that the secondhand market is being
displaced by ultra-fast fashion, reducing available high-quality reuse stock.

This empirical reality directly undermines the logic of Annex IX. If high-value recovery is technically and
economically infeasible for most post-consumer textiles, then Annex IX's presumption of recoverability is misplaced.

The consequence is the same pattern EIA identified in the plastic waste: domestic recycling targets are met only
because excess waste is exported, overwhelming recipient countries and generating severe environmental and
human health impacts.

B. TEXTILES WASTE AS PRODUCTS THAT EVADE THE BASEL
CONVENTION

The inclusion of nearly all textiles under Annex IX listings has created a regulatory gap that mirrors the pre-2019
plastic-waste loopholes, allowing large quantities of post-consumer textile waste to circulate unregulated under the
label of “used clothing.”

In practice, exporters routinely declare mixed and contaminated textile waste as reusable goods, exploiting the
absence of harmonised inspection guidance and the lack of a dedicated preparation-for-reuse recovery code under
Annex IV. This structural ambiguity makes it nearly impossible for customs authorities to distinguish genuine
secondhand products from waste.

As aresult, significant volumes of low-grade, synthetic, blended and chemically treated materials are exported
outside of any PIC procedure to countries which lack the capacity for ESM. Importing authorities receive no
information on composition, contamination, hazardous additives or the proportion of reusable material. Field
investigations consistently show that shipments declared as “used textiles” often contain large fractions of damaged,
unsellable or contaminated waste, including materials that meet Annex VIII thresholds due to the presence of POPs,
azo dyes, PFAS or brominated flame retardants.

This misclassification is reinforced by market dynamics: the commercial value of secondhand clothing incentivises
exporters to disqguise waste as reusable material, while the high cost of disposal within Annex VII countries creates a
structural push to externalise waste management burdens.

As documented extensively in the plastic waste trade, exporters front-load containers with higher-quality goods
while concealing unusable waste deeper within the load; the same concealment opportunities exist for textiles
because bales are densely compacted, visually opaque and heterogeneous.””” With no PIC and no record of
composition, importing countries have no basis to refuse or assess the waste fraction until after arrival.

The absence of a reuse-specific recovery operation under Annex IV compounds this loophole. Used textiles exported
for resale do not qualify as “recovery,” yet are treated as green-listed under Annex IX, enabling transboundary
movement without control. This contradiction mirrors the failures experienced in the e-waste regime, where narrow
definitional tests led to widespread misdeclaration until Parties adopted the precautionary approach of treating all
used electrical equipment as waste unless proven otherwise.

Applying the same logic to textiles is necessary. Given the technical impossibility of distinguishing mixed, synthetic,
hazardous or contaminated waste at the border and the routine use of “used clothing” declarations to conceal waste
flows, only a presumption that all textile waste falls under Annex Il unless demonstrated otherwise can ensure
transparency, traceability and protection of importing states.

Without this, Annex IX will continue to serve as a pathway for uncontrolled export of textile waste that chemically
and operationally mirrors Y48 plastic waste.
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C. ENFORCEMENT CHALLENGES AND RECYCLER'S BURDEN

The enforcement challenges associated with textile waste arguably mirror those encountered in the plastic waste
trade; for example, competent authorities cannot visually distinguish between materials that fall within or outside
PIC and hazardous waste control, even when technical guidelines exist. Differentiating reusable textiles from waste is
operationally unfeasible at borders because the composition, contamination and chemical profile of modern textiles
cannot be easily assessed through routine inspection.

Available identification technologies provide limited assistance. Portable near-infrared (NIR) spectroscopy, the
primary tool for polymer identification, struggles with dark-coloured or blended fibres, cannot detect chemical
additives and offers no insight into PFAS, flame retardants, azo dyes or chlorinated paraffins embedded within
garments. Standard port-scanning equipment detects density differences only and cannot distinguish clean
textiles from chemically treated or contaminated waste. Visual inspection of compressed bales yields similarly
little information as inspectors cannot assess fibre composition, contamination or hazardous content without full
laboratory analysis.

These limitations mean enforcement authorities must rely heavily on documentation rather than verifiable material
characteristics, creating substantial opportunities for misclassification and illegal traffic. INTERPOL, UNODC and
regional enforcement networks have warned consistently that used-goods categories are systematically exploited
to disguise waste as reusable products, routinely involving falsified paperwork, front-loading of higher-quality goods
and concealment of low-grade fractions deeper within bales.

International enforcement bodies have repeatedly warned that used-goods categories, which naturally includes

used textiles, are systematically exploited to facilitate illegal waste trafficking. INTERPOL documents the widespread
practice of misdeclaring waste as reusable secondhand goods, falsifying documentation, mixing contaminated waste
inside bales and routing shipments through re-export hubs to obscure origin and evade customs controls.

At downstream facilities, the burden of verification shifts entirely onto recyclers and sorting operators, who must
absorb the costs of identifying, segregating and safely managing contaminated or unrecoverable material.

As documented in EIA's investigations into plastic waste trafficking, recyclers increasingly receive misdeclared

or mixed shipments that are impossible to process, leaving them responsible for disposal costs, hazardous-waste
handling and the environmental impacts of contamination they did not create. Most recyclers lack the analytical
capacity, chemical testing infrastructure or regulatory authority to determine whether incoming materials meet end-
of-waste criteria or constitute hazardous waste under Annex VIIL

Partial Annex IX listings exacerbate these challenges. Inspectors must make rapid and often subjective decisions
about whether shipments qualify as green-listed, despite having no tools to verify compliance. This creates
inconsistent implementation, requlatory uncertainty and predictable avenues for evasion.

The experience of the plastic waste amendments shows that unless entire waste categories are brought under PIC,
exporters will continue to exploit ambiguities around contamination thresholds, quality grading and product status.

The Basel e-waste regime provides the most relevant precedent. Attempts to distinguish between functional used
equipment and waste through technical criteria proved unenforceable, resulting in widespread abuse. The pragmatic
solution adopted by Parties was to apply the precautionary principle of treating all used electrical and electronic
equipment as waste unless proven otherwise.

Given the intrinsic complexity of textile composition, the presence of hazardous additives and the inability of
frontline authorities to verify shipments in real time, the same approach is necessary for textiles. Listing all textile
waste under Annex Il would provide clarity, close opportunities for misclassification and ensure importing countries
receive advance information needed to determine whether ESM is possible.

D. IMPACT OF MISMANAGED WASTE

The impacts of mismanaged textile waste in major importing countries provide clear evidence that the current Annex
IX listing enables transboundary movements of mixed and contaminated textile waste that undermine ESM.

Investigations across Africa, South Asia and Latin America show consistent patterns: large volumes of synthetic and
chemically treated garments arrive as unusable waste; local authorities lack capacity to manage the influx; waste
accumulates in open dumps, rivers and coastal ecosystems; and communities are exposed to hazardous chemicals,
particulate matter and contamination of soil and water. These conditions replicate the plastic waste crisis and
demonstrate the need for PIC. See case studies below.
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Investigations in Ghana provide some of the clearest evidence of the environmental and human health consequences
of uncontrolled textile trade and accumulated waste.

At Accra’s Kantamanto Market, one of the world’s largest hubs for used clothing, stallholders report that up to 60 per
cent of imported bales are unsellable, low-grade garments, largely comprising synthetic and synthetic-blended fibres
that cannot be reused or recycled in practice.” “Every week up to about half a million items of clothing waste from
Kantamanto Market end up in open spaces and informal dumpsites”.

Meanwhile, UN Comtrade data shows that Ghana more than 100,000 tonnes of just HS 6309 used clothing annually,
much of it destined for this market.” The combination of high import volumes, low resale-value proportions and
weak disposal infrastructure results in large accumulations of synthetic-fibre waste, repeated dumping in streams,
wetlands and along beaches, open burning of textiles and diffuse release of microplastics, dyes and PFAS-treated
materials into neighbourhoods.

Ghana has become a major endpoint, not for reuse but for waste imported under the guise of product, placing the
environmental, health and social burden squarely within.

In Tanzania, similar patterns are observed. Greenpeace finds that secondhand imports arriving through ports and
trade hubs frequently consist of low-value, highly degraded garments that cannot be sold in domestic markets.

These materials rapidly transition into unmanaged waste. With limited formal disposal capacity, unusable textiles are
dumped in informal sites or openly burned, contributing to particulate air pollution, microplastic dispersion and soil
contamination.

In Kenya, it is reported that 1,643,907 tonnes of used textiles were imported between 2015-24.”° An estimated 40 per
cent of this, about 657,500 tonnes, was unsellable on arrival.**#* Stallholders in major markets such as Gikomba, in
Nairobi, report that bales increasingly arrive with a high share of sub-grade garments, dominated by synthetic blends,
moisture-damaged clothing and items contaminated by stains or mould. These unusable fractions enter downstream
waste streams immediately, accumulating along riverbanks and drainage channels or being dumped directly at
Dandora, East Africa’s largest open landfill.** Greenpeace reports that textile waste contributes to blocked drains,
increased flooding risk, contamination of the Nairobi River and widespread open burning, which releases hazardous
emissions into densely populated neighbourhoods.

Evidence from Bangladesh further illustrates the structural harms associated with uncontrolled textile waste flows
and the chemical complexity of modern garments.

The Environment and Social Development Organisation (ESDO) has documented extensive contamination arising
from both textile production residues and discarded post-consumer clothing in Dhaka, Gazipur and Narayanganj —
Bangladesh'’s major textile hubs.** Their investigations found PFAS, nonylphenol ethoxylates (NPEs), BFRs, azo dyes
and other hazardous substances in garments sold domestically and in textile-waste fractions handled by informal
recyclers.

ESDO reported that wastewater, sludge, river sediments and soils surrounding textile clusters contained elevated
levels of lead, cadmium, chromium and organochlorine compounds, with contamination directly linked to dyeing,
washing, printing and mechanical recycling processes of discarded textiles.

These pollutants migrate into food chains through irrigation water and deposition on agricultural land. The
organisation also documented that informal workers, including women and children sorting and tearing imported
or locally collected textile waste, exhibit chronic respiratory problems, skin irritation, eye inflammation and signs of
long-term chemical exposure.

The report emphasises that the lack of segregation between reusable items and chemically contaminated waste
‘creates a continuous loop of exposure” because the same toxic additives found in new garments are present in the
discarded textile flows feeding Bangladesh'’s recycling and reprocessing sector. Textile-waste heaps are frequently
burnt to recover fibres, releasing hazardous dioxins, furans, PAHs and heavy metals, while dyes and microfibres from
shredded waste discharge into the Buriganga, Turag and Shitalakshya rivers, which already rank among the most
polluted waterways in the world.

These findings demonstrate that Bangladesh is simultaneously receiving used clothing, producing large volumes of

pre-consumer textile waste and managing mixed, chemically treated post-consumer fractions, none of which can be
handled safely without full transparency, hazard disclosure and PIC-level control.
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In Romania, investigative journalists and environmental authorities report that the country is increasingly
functioning as a dumping ground for imported textile waste disguised as secondhand clothing. A detailed
investigation found that, from ports such as Constanta, hundreds of containers labelled as used clothing have been
intercepted and found in reality to have contained textile waste requiring disposal rather than reuse.

According to a 2024 confidential internal report obtained by the media, Romania’s waste storage costs are about €50
per tonne, compared with approximately €500 per tonne in Western Europe, creating financial incentives for export

of unsorted waste.*® Authorities estimate that every week 50-100 trucks, equivalent to between 2,800-5,600 tonnes of
goods, declared as “used textiles” enter Romania from more than 20 countries and are diverted into informal storage
or disposal sites rather than reuse channels.

Case studies reveal that in some rural and peri-urban regions, garments arrive torn, stained, plastic-fibre rich and
chemically treated and then are burnt or landfilled, releasing synthetic microfibres and hazardous additives into the
soil and air, a pattern virtually identical to waste flows once seen in global plastic-waste trafficking.

The Romanian national circular-economy strategy recognises these illegal import flows of textile waste as a major
barrier to effective waste management, noting that the country lacks reliable data, regulatory clarity and enforcement
capacity.

In Chile, domestic authorities and independent reporting provide some of the clearest evidence of how the Annex IX
listing enables large volumes of low-grade textile waste to enter the region under the guise of reuse.

Chile is now the largest importer of used textiles in Latin America and recent national estimates indicate roughly
123,000 tonnes of used clothing enter the country each year, almost entirely via the Iquique Free Trade Zone.* Studies
show that more than 60 per cent of these imports become waste due to the same story of poor quality, synthetic
blends and contamination, overwhelming the limited local capacity for reuse or recycling.

As documented by Chilean researchers and international media, tens of thousands of tonnes are dumped or openly
burnt in informal sites around Alto Hospicio and the Atacama Desert, forming highly visible “textile cemeteries”
that contaminate soils and release toxic emissions.””** These sites contain garments still bearing original tags,
demonstrating that unusable post-consumer waste is being exported as ‘reusable” clothing.

Chilean reporting indicates that more than 90 per cent of all textiles sold domestically are imported, meaning the
country bears a disproportionate share of the region’s waste burden. The resulting impacts include microfibre
pollution in desert ecosystems, smoke from recurring fires affecting nearby communities and the diversion of
significant municipal resources to manage uncontrolled dumping, none of which are reflected in the economic value
of the trade.

The harms documented across Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania, Bangladesh, Romania and Chile all point to the same
systemic failure: the Annex IX listing enables contaminated, synthetic and chemically treated textile waste to move
across borders as ‘reusable goods”, overwhelming countries with little capacity for ESM.

In every region, 40-70 per cent of imported bales become waste on arrival, accumulating in rivers, drainage systems,
open dumps, markets and coastal or desert ecosystems, where they are burnt, buried or dispersed as microplastics
and hazardous chemical residues.

The pattern is clear: without prior information on composition or chemical content, importing countries cannot
assess risks or refuse shipments they cannot manage. Maintaining textile waste under Annex IX perpetuates this
harm. Bringing all textile waste under Annex II (and Annex VIII for hazardous fractions) is the only viable way

to ensure transparency, require notification and consent and prevent the continued offloading of unusable and
contaminated waste onto countries without adequate infrastructure for safe management.

E. ANNEX IX NATURAL FIBRE CARVE-OUTS

The Annex IX listing for textile materials reflects an earlier period when most traded textile residues consisted
of clean, homogeneous natural fibres. In that limited context, certain pre-consumer natural-fibre offcuts could
reasonably move without PIC, provided they were single-fibre, chemically untreated and generated directly from
controlled manufacturing processes.

In reviewing the contemporary waste stream, however, this narrow category represents an exception rather than the
norm. Modern textile waste is overwhelmingly synthetic, blended, chemically treated or contaminated and cannot
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be reliably distinguished at borders. As such, all post-consumer textiles and all mixed or chemically treated residues
should be presumed to fall under Annex II as “other waste” requiring PIC, with hazardous fractions classified under
Annex VIIL

A natural fibre carve-out may therefore remain appropriate only for true pre-consumer residues of natural origin, for
example, segregated cotton, wool, jute or flax offcuts that have not been dyed, printed, treated or chemically finished.
These materials are structurally distinct from fast-fashion waste streams and exhibit a lower environmental and
chemical contamination risk profile. Any continuation of such a carve-out must include tight controls to prevent
misuse. Documentation should verify the manufacturing source, fibre identity, chemical status and segregation

at origin. Given persistent patterns of misdeclaration, shipments declared under a natural fibre carveout warrant
enhanced enforcement priority, particularly when exported in large quantities or routed through known re-export
hubs.

This approach preserves a narrowly defined Annex IX category for genuinely low-risk natural-fibre residues, while

ensuring that the Basel Convention applies the presumption of control to all other textile waste streams consistent
with their composition, contamination and demonstrated risk.

V. SUGGESTIONS FOR ANNEX
AMENDMENTS AND FUTURE WORK

EIA THEREFORE RECOMMENDS THAT PARTIES:

1. Reclassify textile waste under Annex II to ensure PIC for all transboundary movements

The characteristics of post-consumer textile waste meet the definition of “other wastes” requiring special
consideration. A new Annex Il entry (eg, Y50) would ensure transparency, notification and consent before export,
addressing contaminated waste streams and enforcement gaps.

2. Develop an Annex VIII listing for textile waste streams that exceed POP thresholds or otherwise exhibit hazardous
characteristics

Modern textiles frequently contain POPs and other hazardous chemicals (section II(d)). Where thresholds are
exceeded, these wastes must be subject to Annex VIII controls.

3. Revisit and delete or heavily amend Annex IX entry B3030 and B3035, which no longer reflects the composition,
contamination or management realities of contemporary textile waste. Instead, create narrow and clearly defined
carve-outs only for pre-consumer, separated natural fibres that have not been chemically treated

The existing entry presumes recoverability and suitability for trade, an assumption incompatible with current
evidence. The above exception is the only category where a presumption of low risk may be justified. Any carve-out
must include strict guardrails and be subject to future review.

4. Introduce a dedicated R-code for reuse in Annex IV recovery operations

Lack of a reuse operation creates regulatory ambiguity and enables widespread misdeclaration. A reuse code would
allow legitimate secondhand trade to continue under transparent and controlled conditions while preventing

additional harm from misdeclaration.

5. Initiate a Secretariat-led review with the World Customs Organisation to align HS codes with new Basel
classifications

Harmonised codes are essential for accurate reporting, risk-profiling and enforcement.

6. Develop technical guidelines for the environmentally sound management of textile waste and ensure closer
coordination between the Basel and Stockholm conventions

These guidelines must reflect real-world composition, hazardous chemicals and technology limitations.
Textile waste today represents a major, fast-growing and poorly controlled waste stream. Its composition,
contamination and trade patterns mirror those of plastic waste before the 2019 amendments to the Basel Convention.

Maintaining its current listing under Annex IX undermines the objectives of the Convention by allowing unregulated
export of complex, contaminated waste under the guise of reuse.
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