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To learn new habits is 
everything, for it is to reach the 
substance of life. Life is but a 
tissue of habits.

Henri Fréderic Amiel 

FOREWORD

Every day people wear clothes, pants, sweaters, scarves, and change them all the 
time.  On the one hand, clothes represent a necessary good in contemporary society. 
They have become an expression of status, a style that no one knows how to renounce 
anymore. On the other hand, people rarely wonder about the impact of the textile 
industry on the climate.

The fashion and textile industries are crucial for the Italian economy and soft power. 
However, from a sustainability point of view, they are also identified as critical sectors 
because of their very polluting production systems, still characterized by linear processes, 
with very low amounts of product recycled into new apparel.

In the middle of a dramatic climate change, our behaviors and habits become 
fundamental to avoid a substantial negative impact on the environment. Notwithstanding, 
consumers and producers still often underestimate the problem because of the lack of 
awareness, specific competencies, capabilities, incentives, and lack of clear policies, 
among others. Only through dedicated investments in a cultural shift towards the 
Circular Economy knowledge and practices could this sector become more sustainable, 
productive, and even profitable.

Given the context and focus on these issues, Tondo is actively engaged in diffusing 
knowledge about Circular Economy principles and practices and awareness of their 
importance for our society. Indeed, Tondo acts in a duplicity role of advocacy towards 
different stakeholders and of supporting business organizations and public institutions 
in the implementation of the Circular Economy for the transition towards an economic 
and industrial system that is restorative and regenerative. The starting point of this 
commitment is the territory around us.

For these reasons, we present a down-to-the-ground research aiming to offer a 
picture of the practices related to sustainability and circularity in the textile industry 
in a specific and relevant area for the sector, including Lombardy and Piedmont. This 
work represents a starting point to concretely foster the transition towards circular 
production models in the Italian textile industry. Therefore, we developed a tripartite 
approach with different levels of granularity to measure the level of sustainability and 
circularity of the companies embedded in this area.

This report represents the result of that research. We highlight how few companies in 
the fashion and textile industry are adopting Circular Economy practices and strategies. 
Additionally, there is a clear lack of knowledge-sharing about the opportunities that 
these practices can bring to companies on a systemic level. At the same time, during 
our workshops and talking with different stakeholders in the sector, we are witnessing 
a growing interest around Circular Economy and collaboration among different players. 
Leading companies are also showing how the implementation of CE practices into 
their strategies can drive concrete sustainable results and competitive advantages in a 
sector facing a new challenging era in which the Circular Economy is essential for its 
successful (r)evolution.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Overview

Globally, the fashion and textile industry 
is one of the most polluting industries and 
it is expected to use up 25% of the global 
carbon budget by 2050. It is estimated 
also that more than 70% of the textile used 
to create apparel is being landfilled or 
incinerated and less than 1% is recycled 
into new apparel. 

Given this context, when the European 
Commission adopted in 2020 the new 
Circular Economy Action Plan resource-
intensive sectors, such as textile and 
fashion, were given priority. In fact, the EU 
Strategy for Textiles1 aims at strengthening 
industrial competitiveness and innovation 
in the sector, boosting the EU market for 
sustainable and circular textiles, including 
the market for textile reuse and new 
business models.

The implicit assumption is that, in the 
fashion and textile sector, there are 
considerable market opportunities 
related to the application of the Circular 
Economy, and companies not adopting 
circular business models will necessarily 
lose their competitiveness in the market 
in the near future.
 
In 2019, in Italy, the turnover of the textile-
apparel sector touched 56 billion euros 
with approximately 45 thousand companies 
and 400 thousand employees. The textile 
sector accounts for approximately 20 billion 
euro of turnover with more than 15,000 
enterprises, 60% of which are located in 
Tuscany, Lombardy, Veneto, and Piedmont.2

Given the economic, cultural, and 
environmental relevance of Italy's fashion 
and textile industry, the transition towards 
more circular and sustainable production 
models represents both a necessity 
and an opportunity. Still, they are often 
underestimated or unknown because of 

the lack of human-specific capital and 
resources as well as the possibility to get in 
contact, learn from, and partner with, other 
companies at the edge of this transition 
within and outside the value chain.
 
In a nutshell, this study aims to depict 
an overview of the current situation as a 
starting point to accelerate the transition 
towards the textile sector's Circular 
Economy, identifying the best practices 
put in place and the significant challenges 
faced by companies in very specific and 
relevant geographic areas where the textile 
sector has a long tradition.

We have tried to answer the following 
questions:

• What is the level of implementation of 
circular and sustainable practices?

• What are the connections between 
different actors possessing the knowledge 
and capabilities related to the Circular 
Economy within these systems?

• What are the perceptions about the 
importance of the Circular Economy 
for the business's current and future 
sustainability?

• What are the actions implemented by 
the companies to make the products 
more circular?

We followed a tripartite approach, including:

1. Desk research, 

2. Questionnaire,

3. Circularity assessment.

The first element of our approach is the 
desk (archival) research that had the 
objectives to analyze the implementation 
of sustainable and circular practices at 
the company level in terms of actions 
put in place and certifications gained, 
codified into four areas: Energy, Water 
and Waste; Materials and Supply Chain; 
Communication and Accountability; 
Organization and Budget. In addition, we 
tried to map existing collaborations and 
partnerships stimulating positive behaviors 
related to circularity and sustainability.

The sample for the analysis consisted 
of 300 companies that were selected 
and analyzed according to their location 
(Lombardy region and province of Biella), 
turnover (exceeding €10M) and absence of 
insolvency. Based on the economic activity 
classification, the companies were further 
divided into Suppliers or Fashion firms, 
classifying them according to their size: 
Large Enterprises (LEs) or Small Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs).

After a review of the available indexes 
both from academic and practitioner 
literature, we identified 14 types of actions 
and 29 certifications relevant to our 
context. We then assigned each action and 
each certification to one or more of the 
categories previously mentioned.
 
A quantitative index was developed to 
compare companies' performance in 
terms of circularity and sustainability (see 
the methodological note for more details). 
This represents the first building block for 
the effective implementation of circular 
and sustainable practices. However, a 
Circular Economy implies a systemic 
approach involving different actors that 
contribute to the diffusion of Circular 
Economy knowledge and practices 
that are often overlooked. The idea is 
that the web of relationships between 
different actors in the system represents 
the infrastructure through which the 
knowledge and practices related to the 
Circular Economy diffuse. The diffusion 
will be fostered by the presence of a dense 
network of relationships in which the most 

central actors are characterized by a high 
level of circularity and sustainability based 
on the quantitative index associated with 
each of them.

The second element of our approach is the 
questionnaire that had the objectives to:

1. Analyze the perceptions that companies 
possess about the Circular Economy;

2. Understand the level of implementation 
of sustainable and circular practices 
at company level and triangulate the 
information obtained through the desk 
research as the primary source of 
information.

For the questionnaire, the sample was 
expanded to include start-ups with a 
focus on circularity in the textile and 
fashion industry in order to appreciate 
the differences in terms of perceptions 
and of focus concerning practices 
developed. Given the well-known 
resistance to change of established firms 
and the potential need of developing 
partnerships with start-ups in the 
field to foster and boost technological 
changes, the comparison of their answers 
will allow an analysis of the potential 
complementarity that would eventually 
facilitate collaboration. We targeted the 
same population of the desk research 
(300 companies) and we added 58 start-
ups with a focus on Circular Economy, 
obtaining 17 answers from start-ups and 
45 from Suppliers.
 
Finally, three cases were chosen as 
examples to apply a very fine-grained level 
methodology to conduct a circularity 
assessment of a company or single 
product through the collection of material 
and energy data.
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Desk research: key findings

Overall, the average performance score 
in our quantitative index based on the 
desk research is relatively low, with high 
dispersion around the mean, compared 
to the maximum achievable. Suppliers 
perform better on average than fashion 
companies in all categories, while LEs 
outperform SMEs. This is generally driven 
by the size of the firms and therefore the 
greater availability of both intellectual and 
financial resources.

We then classified the companies into 
groups on the basis of their performance 
on the technical (materials and waste) and 
organizational (communication and internal 
organization) dimension. The data show 
that only a few Supplier SMEs and LEs fall 
within the group that we called “Achievers” 
reaching high scores on both dimensions 
while among the “Laggers”, companies 
with low scores on both dimensions. 
Interestingly enough, we have a third group 
of companies that we call “Concretes” that 
have a focus on the quality of materials and 
processes but usually do not communicate 
nor have dedicated resources that are 
accountable for sustainability or circular 
activities. Here we have mostly SMEs 
classified as Suppliers and some LEs 
Fashion firms. From a systemic perspective, 
this is the most interesting group because 
they both have knowledge and practices 
implemented that are potentially 
forgotten because they are less visible 
and communicated to stakeholders and 
potential business partners looking for their 
materials and services.
 
If we look at the web of relationships 
between actors based on their participation 
in events related to sustainability and 
circularity or projects and collaboration 
with both private and public institutions, 
associations, and universities on these 
themes, we note the presence of many 
isolated companies with a medium-high 
overall performance. Additionally, there 
is a division in the network with different 

better-performing companies isolated, 
while some others are connected with 
a greater plurality of players. Two types 
of catalytic events clearly emerge from 
one side Milano Unica, Munich Fabric 
Fair, and Premiere Vision Paris and from 
the other side of the graph Future Fabric 
Expo, WSM White, and Pitti Filati. Again, 
one of the main takeaway is related to 
the need to increase the visibility and 
connection between companies able 
to foster the diffusion of knowledge 
related to circularity and sustainability 
and the exchange between different 
actors not only within the value chain but 
towards supporting organizations such 
as Trade associations and not-for-profit 
organizations or networks of enterprises, 
and research or consultancy organizations 
able to provide the knowledge and skills 
but also to accelerate the diffusion and 
culture of circularity.

Questionnaire: key findings and 
challenges

Case studies: highlights

What emerged from our primary research 
based on the analysis of 45 respondents 
identified in the desk research and 17 start-
ups, confirms and further qualifies our 
insight from the desk research and can be 
summarized as follows:
 

1. LEs focus their attention on energy 
efficiency but are on the verge of 
indifference as regards their selection 
of Suppliers on the basis of Circular 
Economy criteria;

2. LEs and SMEs declare they use 
sustainable materials with a focus on 
product durability rather than concepts 
more related to circularity practices 
(e.g. circular design);

3. The use of the various business models 
such external loop or take back is very 
scarce for SMEs and LEs;

4. The perceived knowledge gap about 
Circular Economy principles and 
actions is quite relevant between 
established firms and start-ups 
as well as the perceived ease of 
implementation of Circular Economy 
principles within the company;

5. The three most important benefits 
listed by respondents and related 
to Circular Economy are: a reduced 
environmental impact on water and 
land, a reduction of waste produced by 
the company and a lower consumption 
of materials and energy;

6. However, less than 40% of the 
companies consider the Circular 
Economy as a driver for their 
competitiveness in the market;

7. Technological limitations about materials 
and processes used in the company 
followed by high investment costs and 
lack of circular fashion culture within the 
company are the major obstacles related 
to Circular Economy.

The methodology we used to conduct 
the circularity assessment is based on the 
Material Circularity Index (MCI) developed 
by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation.3 The 
MCI is a quantitative indicator expressed 
as a percentage that takes into account 
the material flows associated with the 
production and the disposal of a product. A 
product with a MCI of 100% is fully circular, 
while one with MCI of 0% is fully linear. We 
decided to give the score to the companies 
on a scale that goes from 1 to 5, each 
number representing a MCI score range, 
using 20% intervals. The data needed to 
calculate the MCI were asked from three 
case study companies (i.e., WRÅD, Marchi 
& Fildi, and Rifò), which participated by 
sharing the information related to one of 
their products.

WRÅD shared with us the information 
related to Graphi-Tee, a t-shirt fully made 
of organic cotton and colored with a 
tincture made with reused graphite, which 
obtained a score equivalent to 3, which is 
correlated to an MCI estimated to be in 
a range from 40% to 60%, thanks to the 
sustainable feedstock for the product and 
the reuse of part of the production waste.

Marchi & Fildi presented Supernova, a yarn 
produced by employing the ECOTEC® 
process, which scored 3, and is correlated 
to an MCI estimated to be in a range from 
40% to 60%. The yarn is made with two 
thirds of reused wool, and the production 
of wool waste is further recycled.

The MCIs of these two products could have 
reached more than 70%, reaching a score 
of 4, if the end-of-life phase had better 
reuse and recycling rates. As a matter of 
fact, today in Italy only about 15% of the 
overall textile waste is actually collected 
for material recovery, and that is having a 
relevant impact in the calculation of the 
final score.
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Conclusions: highlights

Finally, Rifò shared the information about 
Romeo, a sweater made of in-house 
recycled cashmere and wool, which 
obtained ascore equivalent to 4 and the 
MCI is estimated to be in a range from 
60% to 80%. The fully recycled input and 
the high durability of the product are the 
two main contributors to the score. The 
takeback model implemented by Rifò is 
estimated to potentially raise the MCI 
further to 88%, reaching a score of 5.

Considering the the strategic relevance 
of Italy's fashion and textile industry, 
the transition towards more circular and 
sustainable production models represents 
not only a necessity, but also a great 
economic opportunity. Still the status 
emerging from our study shows a lack 
of implementation of sustainability and 
Circular Economy practices with only 
a few remarkable exceptions that are 
leading the way to a more sustainable and 
circular industry.

In order to accelerate this important 
transition, some actions are becoming 
increasingly relevant and should be 
pursued, in the immediate future, by textile 
and fashion firms. In particular, based on 
the outcomes of our study, we suggest 
that a higher focus should be allocated 
on: product design, transparency, 
suppliers selection, industrial symbiosis 
to sustain external loops, R&D activities for 
new sustainable and circular materials, 
business models for the Circular Economy, 
communication, and finally, a wider 
cultural shift that might sustain the overall 
transition process.

To develop a circular 
product, the entire system 
has to be circular.
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Associazione Tessile e Salute was founded in 2001 to combine academic knowledge and 
institutional expertise in order to ensure consumers safer textile products on the eco-
toxicological and innovative, while helping manufacturers of the fashion industry to undertake 
a more sustainable and continuous improvement. Today Tessile e Salute is composed of more 
than 100 private companies and about twenty institutional organizations and associations. 
The Board of Directors includes the Istituto Superiore di Sanità, CNA Federmoda, Camera 
Nazionale della Moda Italiana, Federchimica, Sistema Moda Italia, UNIC.
In the last fifteen years Tessile e Salute has developed some studies commissioned by the 
Italian Ministries (Health, Economic Development, Environment), the European Commission 
(DG Enterprise) and the IWTO (International Wool Textile Organization), on the safety of 
textile products on the market, on the presence of hazardous chemicals, for the REACH 
program and its implementation in textile production processes.
Since 2015, Tessile e Salute has been the technical referent for the Table on Sustainability 
of the National Chamber of Italian Fashion (CNMI). It has participated in the creation of 
three Guidelines for articles and chemicals used in the fashion supply chain - textiles, leather 
and accessories - and on Good Practices; they are the result of this important collaboration 
between Tessile e Salute, CNMI, SMI, Federchimica, UNIC and the other national 
stakeholders who participated.

Cittadellarte - Fondazione Pistoletto is a physical place, an idea, a vision, a project, a 
community. The goal is to create a meeting place for artists, scientists, activists, entrepreneurs 
and representatives of the institutional world, a real house of art, an art seen as a tool for 
responsible social transformation. Cittadellarte through the project Fashion B.E.S.T. (Better 
Ethical Sustainable Think-Tank), an operative workshop that since 2009 has been dedicated to 
the development of sustainability in the textile sector, Cittadellarte has created an active place 
where it promotes meetings and public events to raise awareness of sustainable and circular 
production and consumption, participates in international working groups and organizes 
seminars and in-depth training sessions. Fashion B.E.S.T. gathers in a platform dozens of 
companies producing sustainable fabrics, yarns and accessories, and is a point of reference for 
the collective of responsible fashion designers.The collective of fashion designers of B.E.S.T. 
draws inspiration from Cittadellarte, a pioneer in current issues related to the complex theme of 
sustainability, and wants to be an energizing hub that blends different forces such as aesthetics 
and ethics, creation and production, artistic sensitivity and social commitment.

Rén collective is a non-profit organisation supporting brands, micro-businesses, 
professionals and students who want to integrate sustainability practices within their 
activities and education. Rén devotes its knowledge and creativity to developing practical 
and viable solutions for an industry reset.
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ABOUT TONDO

Tondo is a non-profit organization that actively encourages the transition towards an 
economic and industrial system that is restorative and regenerative. Tondo’s mission is to 
support the implementation of the Circular Economy, by turning it into a daily reality. 

The main actions that Tondo is carrying out to achieve its mission are:
• Expanding and spreading the culture and knowledge about the Circular Economy, 

through studies and researches;

• Developing an ecosystem to support the Circular Economy through events that engage 
numerous actors operating in the Circular Economy;

• Implementing “pilot” projects in specific and relevant areas, that involve corporates, 
startups, institutions, and other organizations operating in the Circular Economy to test 
possible solutions.

• Tondo is a bridge between corporates, institutions, universities, research institutes, 
and every citizen who wants to give a contribution to sustaining the application of the 
Circular Economy.

• Tondo’s purpose is to encourage innovation and entrepreneurship in the Circular 
Economy field, which are essential elements for the paradigm shift requested by the 
Circular Economy.

Knowledge
Knowledge and its dissemination are among Tondo's core activities. The association ascribes 
among its main activities to monitor, study and analyze the Circular Economy through updated 
data about the national and international situation, articles drawn up by experts in the field, 
studies about the Circular Economy’s key elements, trials, and applications in progress to 
encourage the disclosure of replicable best practice. Besides, Tondo conducts studies and 
analyses which aim to define and disseminate a clear and long-term vision about how to im- 
implement the Circular Economy in specific areas, which are considered more relevant or critical.

Ecosystem
Tondo created the “Re-think Circular Economy Forum” format, which proposes events or 
webinars designed to stimulate critical thinking concerning some elements of the current 
economic industrial system, by showing a vision of the macro trends, possible Circular 
Economy’s evolutionary paths, and main projects developed. Also, practical paths are 
indicated, capable of leading to innovative and entrepreneurial activities that might have 
positive impacts on the local and national system.

Projects
Tondo develops projects to promote the implementation of the Circular Economy, by 
involving different actors operating in a specific supply chain, to create circular models. 
The focus of the action lies in relevant and critical areas, where the involvement of 
multiple actors is necessary to develop a circular approach. Among those projects, Tondo 
represents the reference point between different entities which have the same purpose: the 
implementation of the Circular Economy. The projects have the purpose to develop trials 
and applications of new circular models through the use of innovative technologies. 

Tondo lab is a company recently created by Tondo’s team to support corporates and startups in 
designing and implementing circular solutions.
Tondo lab simplifies companies’ journeys toward the Circular Economy by sharpening the 
knowledge about the Circular Economy, by fostering the implementation of innovative projects 
within an organization, and by supporting the collaboration between different business actors.

Specifically, the activities carried out by Tondo lab are:

• Assessing the circularity level of products and businesses by using internationally 
recognized methodologies. The assessment identifies all the materials flowing in, 
through, and out of the business at the product level or at the department level to 
measure circularity;

• Organizing workshops with the aim of identifying ideas and projects that can enhance 
the circularity level of companies, and training classes that contribute to closing 
companies’ knowledge gaps in specific areas;

• Designing and evaluating projects  to increase the circularity level in business activities 
and production processes. Tondo staff act as project managers by supporting and 
managing the implementation of these solutions from the idea validation stage to the 
actual launch in the market, also leveraging its network of entrepreneurs and partners;

• Supporting the innovation journey by matching circular and innovative startups with 
potential partners. Tondo lab identifies the most relevant circular solutions in specific 
sectors and selects the most promising start-ups and SMEs to provide the perfect value-
creating collaboration between circular innovators and corporations in order to foster 
Circular Economy.

Finally, Tondo lab also supports corporations in the design and implementation of the 
appropriate communication strategies with the aim of showcasing their Circular Economy 
approach.

ABOUT TONDO L AB



15

1 In the 2020 Circular Economy Action Plan, the European Commission announced that it would adopt an EU Textile Strat-
egy in 2021. The textile industry has also been identified as a priority sector for the EU’s move towards sustainability in the 
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environment.
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