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Introduction
On Friday, February 17, 2012, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management, chaired by Council Member Letitia James, will hold an oversight hearing to examine clothing and textile recycling initiatives and opportunities in New York City.  Representatives from the New York City Department of Sanitation (“DSNY”), recycling advocates, organizations engaged in textile reuse and recycling and interested members of the community are invited to testify.

Clothing and Textiles in the Waste Stream
Textiles such as clothing, shoes, bedding, and linen represent a significant portion of New York City’s waste stream, comprising about 5.7% of the City’s approximately 11,000 tons per day of waste.
 The average New Yorker City resident disposes of 46 pounds of textiles per year, totaling about 200,000 pounds annually.
 Statistics issued by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (“EPA”) indicate that these numbers are similar nationally – the EPA estimates that textiles occupy approximately 5% of landfill space nationwide – and the amount of textiles in the waste stream is actually increasing: between 1999 and 2009, the amount of textiles in U.S. landfills grew by 40%, from 9.1 million tons to 12.73 million tons.
  During that same time, textile diversion only grew by 2%, from 12.9% to 14.9%.
  
Despite these low diversion rates, textiles are easily reused or recycled.  Some advocates estimate that as much as 95% of textiles are reusable or recyclable.
  This number is significant in comparison to plastic, for example, for which only about 16% of the material in the plastics waste stream is actually designated as recyclable in the City’s recycling programs.
  Furthermore, the processes associated with reuse and recycling of textiles generally do not require the same amount of energy or processing necessary to recycle other designated materials.  The hierarchy for reuse and recycling is as follows: first, and most obviously, gently used clothing and textiles can be reused for secondhand purposes, which makes up approximately 45% of the reuse/recycled stream.
  The material that cannot be reused for its original purpose can be used as rags, or cloths, which comprise about 30% of the stream, while another 20% can be reprocessed into new fiber for material such as carpet padding or seat stuffing.
  The remaining material is disposed of.
   
City Action: Council Legislation, RefashioNYC and WasteLess
In the summer of 2010, the City Council passed, and the Mayor signed, Local Law 38 of 2010, which required DSNY to develop a program for the siting of clothing and textile collection bins on public and private property throughout the City.
  In establishing such a program, DSNY sought out not-for-profit organizations engaged in textile recycling to collect, consolidate, sort and reuse or recycle that material.
  Under the law, DSNY is required to report annually the amount of material collected through such program.
 
Pursuant to Local Law 38, on May 24, 2011, DSNY and the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability announced the inception of the new textile recycling program, entitled RefashioNYC.
  As a partner to run the program, the City selected Housing Works, a not-for-profit organization that provides housing, medical, and other support services for people with HIV/AIDS and which runs several used clothing stores as one of their fundraising initiatives.
  Under the partnership between Housing Works and DSNY, any residential building of ten units or more that requests a textile recycling bin can have such a bin placed on its premises, free of charge.
 The bins are serviced by Housing Works, and the deposited clothing and textiles are reused or recycled by the organization.
 The program does not cost the City any money, and all proceeds of the program benefit Housing Works.
  In the roughly eight months since the program’s inception, over 150 bins have been installed in residential buildings.

In addition to the RefashioNYC program, DSNY provides an extensive list of private and not-for-profit specialized textile recyclers and exchanges through its “Waste Less” website that residents and businesses can utilize.
  This list includes local textile recycling companies, online textile material exchanges, shoe reuse organizations and winter coat donations.
   
City Rules Concerning Obligations of Commercial Businesses

As a general rule, residents and businesses are not required to recycle textiles.
  However, DSNY rules require any business whose solid waste is routinely comprised of at least ten percent textiles to source separate discarded textiles.
  Although this rule has been in place since 1991, compliance is difficult to ascertain. The Committee hopes to use the February 17th hearing to learn more about the extent of compliance with this rule. 
GrowNYC’s Green Market Program

GrowNYC is a not-for-profit organization that, among other responsibilities, runs the City’s green markets and conducts recycling outreach and education for the City through their Office of Recycling Outreach and Education (“OROE”).
  As part of its green market program, GrowNYC has partnered with Wearable Collections, a textile recycling company, to establish drop-off locations for textile recycling at green market locations throughout the City.
  GrowNYC currently has eight drop-off locations at City green markets: in Manhattan at 97th Street and Columbus, Union Square, Tompkins Square Park, and Inwood; in Brooklyn at Grand Army Plaza, Fort Greene Greenmarket, and McCarren Park; and in Queens at Jackson Heights.
 Since 2007, when the program started, GrowNYC has collected about 2.7 million pounds of textiles.
 The material they collect is sorted into various categories, including reusable/non-usable, and sold to be reused as clothing or recycled into various products.

Private Textile Recycling
In addition to the City-sanctioned reuse and recycling programs noted above, there are also a number of private options for reuse and recycling of clothes and textiles. One of the most well-known, Materials for the Arts, has been providing reused clothing and supplies to public schools, community groups and arts and cultural organizations in the City since 1978 by acquiring free materials, including textiles, from companies and individuals who would otherwise be disposing of those materials.
  In addition, the Salvation Army, Goodwill and the aforementioned Housing Works are well-known organizations that provide drop off centers and retail stores in New York City.
 As an example of the scale of some of these operations, Goodwill claims to have recycled 586,017 pounds of purses, 1,267,780 pounds of shoes, and 34,234,130 pounds of textile clothing in 2011.
 Finally, there are a number of clothing manufacturers who offer reuse and recycling to customers.  For example, the Patagonia clothing company will take back all the clothes it sells and recycle the material. They will also take back Polartec brand clothes sold by anyone else. Similarly, Nike recycles used athletic shoes into a number of different products. 
Conclusion

 
The Committee hopes to use the February 17th hearing to learn more about the status of the RefashioNYC program initiated by DSNY last year; in addition, the Committee looks forward to hearing from organizations and businesses that provide textile recycling services and can speak to how the City can foster more reuse and recycling of textiles; finally, the Committee hopes to learn more about textile reuse and recycling practices of businesses in the City that generate significant textile waste. 
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