
There are two types of textile waste in production, besides the 
chemicals and wastewater. These are cut-offs and finished 
products that are either surplus goods or faulty products that 
cannot be sold to the consumer. 
The two different types of waste constitute two different prob-
lems and need to be addressed in different ways – here we 
focus on cut-offs.

Usually the cuttings are swept up, thrown into bags and often, 
especially in emerging economies, taken to landfills and incin-
erated. This poses a major threat to the environment, as the 
incineration will pollute more than if the product had been re-
used or recycled. 
The material cut-offs are a lot easier to handle, since the facto-
ry could easily sort the same colour fibres and put them back 
into production. 

The Norwegian designer-duo Arne & Carlos had a jeans collec-
tion which was made of recycled organic denim, collected this 
way. Another way scraps can be reused is making them in to 
accessories that match the clothing.
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 At the patternmaking and cutting table, principles for zero waste 
could be used, but other options for use of the spare materials is 
also an idea. Nudie jeans in collaboration with Bossa re-thought 
how they could use waste materials and destroyed pants, and pro-
duced a series of Scandinavian influenced denim rugs. This takes 
care of the waste from the production, while giving the company 
additional products at low prices. 

Modern production of denim uses raw materials from cotton fields 
and rivers to create the cloth. They are pushed through factories to 
create finished products for consumers. At all stages of the process, 
this linear production system is riddled with waste, including pollu-
tion to air and water, factory inefficiencies, consumer pack-aging, 
and landfills. Rethinking the way denim is produces should there-
fore focus on all stages of the production – from dyeing to weaving 
and sewing. 

As one of the biggest jeans producers, Levis has taken multiple ac-
tions to rethink their production. Products as “water<less”, “waste<-
less” and jeans that are made with 100% organic cotton denim, 
have a coconut shell button on the waistband and non-galvan-
ised metal fly buttons, have become a big success.
 
The most serious pollution problem results from the use of sul-
phur dyes in denim. Once the sulphur dye is applied the cotton is 
squeezed and washed. Typically, 50% or more of the sulphur dyes 
are washed off, producing water contamination that is difficult to 
remove again. Ideas for the dyeing process could be alternative 
forms of denim dyes that use waste materials from other produc-
tions. For example have ITV Denim, INVISTA and ECOYAA made an 
collaboration to produce a new range of denim fabrics that uses 
wine and its derivatives to achieve colour to the fabric.  

Once dyed, the fabric is weaved and 
later cut according to pattern, but in this 
process about 7% of the fabric is cut of as 

waste. This equals 11 cm of fabric 
for each pair of jeans produced.

– or a total of 220.000 km a 

year – or 5,5 times around 
the world!



Another polluting part of the denim cycle is the fab-
ric printing and the dyeing process, which involves 
heavy toxic metals such as cadmium, lead, copper 
and mercury. As a result, employees working in these 
areas of jeans production are prone to reproductive 
and fertility problems, pleurisy (lung disease) etc. 

Most jeans are made of 100% cotton and conventional cotton production is 
one of the most toxic industries. A quick overview shows issues like:

- It takes more than 20.000 litres of water to produce 1 t-shirt and 1 pair    
 of jeans.
- 73% of global cotton harvest comes from irrigated land
- Agriculture is the largest source of pollution through insecticides, pesti  
         cides etc.

The denim industry has enormous environmen-
tal consequences, and is responsible for nu-
merous greenhouse gas emissions and tons of 
wasted water. 



The impact of the dyeing process is perhaps best portrayed in the case of the Chinese town Xintang, also known as the 
Blue Jeans capital of the world. The Pearl River on the banks of the town, has turned blue and black and a large portion of 
denim production waste is being discarded into the river. 

Washed and distressed denim jeans are super trendy, but is the result of several chemical-intensive washes, stone-washing, 
sandblasting etc. which is not only polluting to the environment, but also endangers employees health (tuberculosis and 
silicosis). 



Many studies have shown that it is NOT the 
production, waste, or transportation relat-
ed to the production of jeans, that are the 
biggest polluters. The fact is, the end-user 
is contributing with the biggest environ-
mental impact through ever increasing 
consumption, washing and maintenance 
of the product. But there is no need for 50 
pairs of jeans and constant washing! 

A study done by Rachel McQueen, a hu-
man ecology lecturer at the University of 
Alberta in Canada, shows that jeans don’t 
gather any more bacteria from months 
of wear without washing them than in the 
first few weeks without washing. Her results 
actually showed that after shorter time 
of wearing the jeans the bacterial counts 
were roughly the same. 

This means that you with good conscious 
can wash your jeans only once or twice a 
year!  


