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ABSTRACT 

 
The Oxford dictionary tells us the meaning of Responsible is ‘being the primary cause of 
something and so able to be blamed or credited for it’. Incidentally, the Oxford word of 
the year in 2018 was Toxic, in 2019 Climate Emergency and in 2020 the title was 
awarded to Unprecedented. The above all seems to tie in with our topic today. Will the 
textile industry continue to pollute our planet with toxic fibre production, adding to our 
current climate emergency and unprecedented global events, or can we clean up our act 
and take credit for a cleaner, greener planet in the near future? 
 
During an interview with the Duke of Cambridge at Davos in 2019, Sir David 
Attenborough said: “We are destroying the natural world and with it, ourselves… We 
have to recognise that every breath we take, every mouthful of food, comes from the 
natural world. We are one coherent ecosystem.” 
 
According to a recent report by the Changing Markets Foundation, clothing production 
has more than doubled during the past 20 years.i The average European consumer now 
buys 26kg of textiles per year and discard almost 50% of it, in the same year.ii We are 
creating an incredible mess and textiles made from petroleum-based fibres are causing 
irreversible damage to land and water resources. 
 
We believe that natural fibres such as wool and cotton offer many solutions to our 
current environmental conundrums. Unlike fossil fuel-based fibres, wool and cotton are 
indefinitely renewable, and can be grown again year after year. At the end of their life, 
these fibre types can be used again, with wool valued for insulation and bedding 
because of its inherent flame resistance and cotton valued because of its hydrophilic, 
moisture absorbent nature. 
 
The wool fibre has been evolving on the sheep’s back for millions of years and Mother 
Nature created the ultimate technical textile, with a complex structure offering many 
benefits to consumers searching for more sustainable alternatives to build back better, 
after the pandemic.iii 
 
IWTO members represent 23 countries and all stages of the wool pipeline. Members of 
Working Groups and Technical Committees have actively been seeking and establishing 
textile standards and best practices since 1930. IWTO members have established 
various traceability methods, to clarify the wool production pipeline and offer 
transparency to consumers. Block chain is earmarked as an important digital asset in the 
near future.iv 
 
Research has established that wool fibres biodegrade in water and do not cause 
microfibre pollution. We have published the first Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) for a wool 
garment and learned that as wool garments have higher value, consumers take better 
care of them and keep them for much longer. We have also proven that textiles made 
from wool require less washing, saving valuable resources during the use-phase.  
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Research into consumer habits revealed that wool textiles are more readily and 
effectively recycled than any other fibre.v 
 
And yet, when we look at the current textile rating tools available to retail buying 
managers, we see that scoring methods exclude the use-phase of textiles. This scoring 
method is in direct opposition to ISO standards. Microfibre pollution is simply ignored, 
and this linear system seems to be directly opposed to the EU’s drive for a circular 
economy. The European Union has targeted the textiles industry as a priority sector for 
establishing sustainability standards, in order to achieve climate neutrality and a true 
circular economy. They will soon be requiring clothing and textile products sold in the EU 
to carry labels displaying their environmental credentials – in the expectation that 
consumers will make the best choice for the planet in their purchasing decisions.  
 
The EU’s proposed PEF methodology has serious shortcomings, with attributes such as 
‘natural’, ‘renewable’, ‘recyclable’ and ‘biodegradable’, either omitted from the PEF score 
or only minimally rewarded. By contrast, fossil fibres are not discounted for being non-
renewable and non-biodegradable, and their contribution to microplastic pollution is not 
even considered in the EU’s system. 
 
Products made from wool and cotton are at significant risk of being rated poorly 
compared to synthetics, with the result that demand for wool and cotton will decline as 
brand purchasing managers are forced to look for alternative fibres with better ratings. 
 
To establish responsible textile and fibre production standards for the future, we will have 
to face the elephant in the room: our addiction to fast fashion. This highly lucrative 
business model, enabled by the massive growth in fossil fuel-based fibres turned into low 
quality garments by the lowest labour rate available for the season, has been dominating 
our industry for the past 30 years, resulting in opaque supply chains.  
 
Legislators and policy makers are now being held responsible by well-informed 
consumers, demanding action, and transparency, throughout the textile value chain. This 
model cannot be adopted by future textile rating systems, such as the EU PEF Process, 
if the public’s demand for a greener future is to be taken seriously.  
 
Responsible fibre production systems of the future would have to include responsible 
fibre consumption and be built on true scientific facts or they will be blamed for causing 
more harm, instead of solving our dilemmas.  
 
 

 
i Fossil Fashion: the hidden reliance of fast fashion on fossil fuels https://changingmarkets.org/portfolio/fossil-
fashion/ 
ii European Textile Consumption https://www.instagram.com/p/CLLZgKbIMih/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link 
iii IWTO Wool Notes https://iwto.org/resources/wool-notes/  
iv Wool Traceability https://iwto.org/wool-supply-chain/traceability/  
v IWTO Sustainability https://iwto.org/sustainability/  
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RESPONSIBLE FIBRE CONSUMPTION

BREMEN COTTON CONFERENCE – 17 MARCH 2021 – DALENA WHITE



RESPONSIBLE:
TAKE THE CREDIT OR GET THE BLAME



‘We are destroying the natural world, and with it ourselves.’ 



More than 8 million tons of plastic enter the ocean each year, some as microplastics, 
under five millimeters in length. No plastic, no matter the size, ever fully disappear.



IWTO WOOL NOTES 2019

THE PERFECT 
CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY 
DESIGNED BY 
MOTHER NATURE 
5.000 BC

https://www.iwto.org/sites/default/files/files/iwto_resource/file/20181108_IWTO_Wool%20Notes_V4-Interactive_Low%20Rez%20-%20Copy.pdf


I TURN GRASS INTO WOOL. WHAT’S YOUR SUPERPOWER?



IWTO MEMBERS REPRESENT 
23 COUNTRIES, 
FROM FARM TO FASHION, SINCE 1930
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FACT: Wool fibres biodegrade in water
FACT: Wool garments have higher value, resulting in longer wear
FACT: Wool textiles require less washing, less energy and water
FACT: Wool textiles are more readily recycled than any other fibre



TEXTILE SCORING METHODOLOGY ACCORDING TO ISO STANDARDS

TEXTILE SCORING METHODOLOGY ACCORDING TO TEXTILE RATING AGENCIES

EXCLUDE

• WASH AND WEAR
• ENERGY CONSUMPTION
• MICROFIBRE POLLUTION

• END-OF-LIFE
• RECYCLING 
• BIODEGRADABILITY





EU PRODUCT ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT (PEF) PROJECT (2019-2022)





24 APRIL 2013 - RANA PLAZA BANGLADESH





Thank you
Dalena White – IWTO - white@iwto.org


