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Material World

Donating good quality clothes, books, jewelry, nik-naks and furniture to charity shops not only supports good causes but is also helping to boost a major business sector in the UK – the recycling industry.

With textiles making up the bulk of donations, charities have become leading players in the second-hand clothing market.  Each year, in the UK alone, over 250,000 tonnes of textiles are collected from the country’s 7,000 charity shops, 6,000 textiles banks and kerbside collections*1.  

Last year, thanks to Newcastle’s black box recycling collection service, the city saw over 78 tonnes of textiles being donated to its recycling scheme.  re-distributed to recycling centres and 3 main charities – Oxfam, SCOPE and the Salvation Army. In 2003, when Newcastle Council launched its black box recycling scheme, some charities expressed concern that the amount of garment donations to them might fall but Newcastle widely publicized the need for residents to donate high quality textiles direct to local charity shops and low grade materials to their black box scheme.  The publicity resulted in a 107 tonne rise in the amount of clothes being donated to charity textile banks.
“The need for good quality donations has grown with the recent growth of bargain clothes stores.” says Olive Mason, Manager of the Newcastle branch of the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals charity shop.  “Charities are facing stiff competition on the high streets so we’ve have been forced to become much more discerning in our choice of clothes for re-sale.  Our clothes are all sorted by volunteers who try to pick out good quality, unusual or quirky clothing that will sell.  Clothing that we can’t sell is sold on to rag merchants.”

When SCOPE, a charity which supports people with cerebral palsy, conducted a survey of all the materials they collected over a year they found that 94% of their clothing was re-sold or sent to recycling centres for re-processing.  Only 6% of their garments were land-filled*2.

Charities are charged commercial rates for waste services so, although the amounts of waste may not be great, the costs of waste disposal can be significant.  Last year, in an effort to encourage supporters to donate better quality garments and cut back on disposal costs, Oxfam launched its Sorted campaign.  “Sorted has been a great success.” says Barney Tallack, Oxfam’s Deputy Trading Director.  “We really want to thank the public for their continued support and for responding so positively to the call for good-quality, saleable goods.”

Oxfam is the largest charity retailer in the UK with over 780 shops.  It has its own re-processing centre in Huddersfield where it deals with over 160 tonnes of unsold clothing every week.*3 

“Clothing that can’t be re-sold in our shops in graded and then sent to specialist Oxfam shops, sold for export, shredded for uses such as mattress filling or sold at stalls at music festivals.  The 2004 Glastonbury shop made a £20,000 profit for Oxfam, , and total annual Wastesaver profit is around £1m – all of which helps to fund Oxfam’s work finding lasting solutions to proverty and suffering.” Says Tony Clark, General Manager at Wastesaver.  “If all the clothing handled by Wastesaver were sent to landfill, it would cost Oxfam millions of pounds.  Selling textiles for re-use also protects the environmenta by diverting huge volumes from the UK’s limited landfill space.”
Newcastle Oxfam volunteer, Inez Vanden Brand, thinks the UK charity shop sector has much to be proud of.  “When I moved to the UK from Holland, I was shocked at first by the lack of recycling facilities.  Then I noticed the amazing number of charity shops over here.  Charities like Oxfam rely heavily on the income generated by their shops so it’s really important that people support them by donating good quality goods, volunteering or by shopping in their stores.  Charity shops have so much to offer shoppers – whether it’s getting a great deal, finding a gift that’s a little bit different or supporting a good cause.  There really is something for everyone.“

If you live in Newcastle you can donate old garments to charities simply by using your black recycling box or dropping them off at the charity of your choice.
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