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1 Introduction 

 

Within its fashion program, Solidaridad aims for the improvement of the livelihood of the most 

vulnerable groups of people (farmers and workers) in the fashion supply chain and contribute to an 

increase the sustainability of the sector as a whole. By building up best practices, Solidaridad shows 

that a market model based on sustainable production can be a workable model for the conventional 

sector, and in this way promote developments in this direction. 

Solidaridad is one of the stakeholders who actively participate in the discussions with the Ministry of 

Infrastructure and Environment and Agentschap NL in relation to improving the environmental 

footprint selected waste streams, namely the working group on textiles and garments. Next to fiber 

production, the processing of textiles (dyeing, washing and finishing) contributes considerably to the 

environmental impact in the production of garments. 

Suboptimal production is seen in many areas: energy consumption, chemical use and storage, “right 

first time”, water consumption and waste water treatment. Experiences of Solidaridad in India and 

Bangladesh have shown that there is a large potential for improvement, ranging from good 

housekeeping measures, quick wins to capital intensive improvements with a longer pay back time. 

Besides the potential for improvements, the interest in the topic is also growing. In an era where 

energy costs are rising, energy shortages and power cuts are of the order of the day and local 

governments start enforcing environmental legislation, environmental compliance or improvements 

are becoming important factors for the survival of the textile sector. That combined with an 

economic recession, a decreasing euro value and fierce global competition, results in a scenario 

where any environmental saving resulting in cost savings clearly shows a business case.  

 

Considering the fact that the vast majority of garments consumed within The Netherlands are 

produced in developing countries, it can be concluded that Dutch garment consumption contributes 

directly to environmental impact in textile producing regions including China, Bangladesh, India and 

Vietnam. One of the key challenges identified by the working group lead by the Ministry of 

Infrastructure and Environment for the waste stream textiles is that companies active on the Dutch 

market are interested to work with their supply chains to implement environmental improvements, 

but that they are looking for guidance on how they can effectively do so.  

 

By means of this project, Solidaridad would like to contribute to the development of such guidance 

for fashion companies operating on the Dutch market. To answer questions like, what are best 

practices and how can companies on the Dutch fashion market supported by other (Dutch) 

organizations (e.g. sector associations, development organizations, advisory organizations) jointly 

achieve environmental improvements in the production of the garments the put on the Dutch 

market? 

 

This report summarizes the results of the pilot project in Bangladesh, highlights the scope and nature 

of improvements as well as provide an answer to the following two questions:  

 

1. How can companies in the fashion / garment industry work with their supply chain to realize 

environmental improvements? 

2. On the basis of the experiences of various ongoing projects, how can a scale be reached which 

really creates an impact?  
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Chapter 2 of this report will describe some of the key outcomes of the pilot project in Bangladesh. 

Chapter 3 will focus on addressing the questions above.  

 

2 Approach and outcomes pilot project in Bangladesh 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Solidaridad and IFC have jointly initiated a pilot project in 

Bangladesh to demonstrate the business case of cleaner 

production in textile wet processing. In order to create leverage 

with the industry, the project was set up in partnership with 10 

brands and retailers. Cleaner Production was a relatively 

unknown area in Bangladesh. Contrary to other Asian countries, till the start of our project, no real 

initiatives in the area of cleaner production had been taken. This also meant that there was no local 

expertise or experience available in the country.  

The aim of the pilot project was therefore two-fold;  

1) to build local capacity on cleaner production, through the development of local service providers, 

2) to demonstrate the business case of cleaner production to the Bangladesh’ industry as well as to 

brands/retailers sourcing out of Bangladesh. 

 

2.2 Project set-up 

The project set-up is demonstrated in Figure 1, which illustrates the capacity building component as 

well as the support component.  

For the capacity building component NEC Consultants has been selected as the international 

consultancy firm to build the capacity of the local consultants. NEC from Pakistan has been trained 

several years ago by Royal Haskoning, CREM and TNO on cleaner production, pollution prevention, 

certification and labeling in the textile industry. Over the past years they have gained experience 

through working with over 300 textile processing industries in 3 key clusters in Pakistan (Karachi, 

Lahore and Faisalabad). NEC has teamed up with 2 local consultancies, ADROIT and REED 

Consultancy, who have learned about cleaner production through implementing this project jointly.  

 

In two batches in total 18 industries have been supported through this program in the 

implementation of cleaner production. The focus of the pilot project was really to demonstrate the 

business case of cleaner production, hence focusing on quick wins and low hanging fruits, with a 

strong focus on energy savings. The rationale behind this approach is that through demonstrating 

that production can be made more efficient, industries can invest in pollution prevention and longer 

term improvements without compromising their competitiveness.  

 

 

Participating Brands: H&M, Levi 

Strauss & Co, WE, Mothercare, 

Kappahl, Lindex, Tesco, Primark, 

New Look, Bestseller 
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The project consisted of two types of support:  

1) Tailor made consultancy support 

2) User Group participation 

 

The combination of these approaches, tailor made support combined with the focus group 

discussions in the UserGroups, has been key to the success of the project.  

Through a baseline assessment an overview was made of the performance at the start of the project. 

One of the key challenges experienced was the absence of measuring and monitoring equipment and 

the registration of data. Where data was available, it was usually on facility level and not on the level 

of the separate departments or processes. On the basis of expert experience and information from 

the participating factories, extrapolations have been made to indicate consumption per unit of 

production.  

 

While the majority of the industries participating in the pilot project had a relatively modern set-up 

and were under the impression that they were doing a relatively good job, the project indicated that 

when it came to efficiency enormous gains could be reached.  

 

The table below gives an impression of the water and electricity consumption per kg of fabric 

processed in the first 12 pilot factories as compared to the best practice as per the experience of NEC 

in typical textile wet processing units. Best practice in the below table, should be considered best 

practice for an average set-up. When implementing state of the art machinery and new chemical 

solutions, even better results can be achieved.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Pilot project set up 
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One of the reasons for the very high average water consumption lies in the fact that the industry in 

Bangladesh can extract water from the ground water without any charge. The project created 

awareness of the business case for water savings through making the indirect costs of water 

consumption transparant. When calculating a return on investment, these indirect cost savings 

should also be taken into account.  

 

Key learning: The project created awareness of the indirect costs of water consumption, which made 

the industries realise that water savings present a clear business case. These indirect costs are linked 

to the following factors:  

- The electricity costs for pumping up ground water; 

- Pre-treatment: Ground water in Bangladesh is of insufficient quality to use directly in the 

process. The process water therefore needs to be pre-treated with chemicals before it is used; 

- Water-energy nexus: the more water per kg of fabric is used, the more energy (gas / steam) is 

needed to heat up the process water; 

- Effluent treatment: the more water is used the more waste water needs to be treated. 

 

On the basis of the baseline assessment, the consultants developed a list with potential 

improvement options with an indication of the costs and the return on investment linked to each 

potential option. Through a de-briefing session the results of the baseline assessment were 

presented to the senior management. In the debriefing session, a cleaner production team was 

appointed for each factory. The factory selected a number of improvement options from the list 

provided after which an action plan was developed by the cleaner production team. In monthly 

follow up visits the local consultants met with the cleaner production teams, to monitor the status of 

implementation and to provide support where needed.  

 

Parallel to the cleaner production consultancy, the 

participating companies have become members of User 

Groups. The first 12 participants decided to focus on the 

topic of energy savings in steam distribution systems. The 

second User Group, consisting of 6 members, focused on 

energy savings in electrical systems. The benefits of the 

User Group have been enormous. It was said that “the User 

Group is the glue that keeps the project together”. Through 

the regular interactions with the other participating 

industries, the project participants clearly see the progress 

made in other factories. The discussions and the 

presentations by experts in the User Groups have also 

contributed to addressing key questions and overcoming 

challenges or barriers to change. And last but not least, the 

User Groups also provided a positive pressure to the 

factories for implementing improvements. When one 

company successfully introduced certain improvements, 

the others are triggered to look into the same. This effect 

from the User Groups becomes quite visible when looking at the improvements implemented by 

each of the groups. Where the first 12 factories have implemented many measures in the area of 

Participating factories in Bangladesh 

• ABA GROUP  

• COMPTEX BANGLADESH LIMITED  

• COSMOPOLITAN INDUSTRIES (PVT) 

LIMITED  

• FAKIR KNITWEARS LIMITED  

• ELEGANT FASHIONS 

• ECHOTEX 

• GMS APPARELS  

• HAMZA TEXTILES LIMITED  

• INTERSTOFF APPARELS 

• KNIT CONCERN LIMITED  

• LIBERTY KNITWEAR LTD 

• MULTIFABS LIMITED  

• NAZ FASHIONS  

• Northern Corporation 

• OEKOTEX  

• S.F.FASHION LIMITED  

• TARASIMA APPARELS  

• UTAH KNITTING & DYEING LTD  
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steam distribution systems, the second batch of 6 factories has implemented a large amount of 

improvements in the area of electrical savings; in line with the topics of the User Groups.  

 

Project results 

The results of the first 12 factories have been very encouraging and above expectations. The results 

of the last batch of 6 factories are currently being accumulated, but based on the preliminary data, 

they are expected to be equally good or possibly even better.  

 

The lack of metering in the industries is of course an important challenge to give real time data. This 

means that for a large part we had to rely on the results presented by the participating factories. 

Some of the more forward thinking industries have started to implement meters during the lifetime 

of the project.  

 

Some overall results reported by the partner industries: 

• Total investments made in CP: $ 480.000 

• Estimated cost savings achieved: $ 1 million  

• On average 12 recommendations were implemented per industry (min. 4, max 21) 

• Focus on quick wins / low hanging fruits with short pay back times 

 

The table below provides an overview of the measures that were included in the action plan of the 

participants and those measures which were actually implemented.  

 

Table: Improvement options agreed versus implemented 

S. 

No. 
Cleaner Production Measures 

Agreed by # 

Factories 

Implemented 

by # Factories 

1 Mechanical Maintenance (Insulation & Leak-Repair) 12 12 

2 Steam Traps Repairing/ Replacement 11 11 

3 Air Nozzles at compressed air hoses 12 10 

4 Leakage Monitoring of Compressed Air 9 8 

5 Chemical Storage and Handling 8 8 

6 Training of Staff and Workers 8 8 

7 Replacement of Magnetic Ballasts with Electronic Ballasts 9 7 

8 Lighting, Ventilation and Exhaust Systems 6 6 

9 Energy Efficient Lighting System 7 5 

10 Stack Monitoring for Combustion Efficiency of Gas Fired Boiler 8 5 

11 Steam Flow Meters 7 3 

12 Installation  &  calibration of Temperature gauges 5 1 

13 Noise Pollution Control 6 6 

14 Elimination of Voltage Unbalance 4 4 

15 Installation of Energy Meter or Energy Analyzer 4 4 

16 Solid Waste Management System 4 4 

17 Automatic Blowdown through TDS Control 4 3 

18 Process Optimization at Stenter & Dryer 1 0 

19 Air Pollution Monitoring 1 0 

20 Water Flow Meters 4 2 
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S. 

No. 
Cleaner Production Measures 

Agreed by # 

Factories 

Implemented 

by # Factories 

21 Water Trigger Nozzles 4 4 

22 Illumination Management 2 2 

23 Boiler Feed Tank Design 1 1 

24 Condensate Recovery 2 2 

25 Gas Flow Meters 3 0 

26 Installation & Repair of Economizers at gas fired boilers 4 3 

27 
Benchmarking of Resource Utilization with Respect to Quality & 

Process of Fabric 
5 5 

28 Cooling Water Drain in Singeing Machine 2 2 

29 Heat recovery at Stenter exhaust 3 2 

30 Installation of moisture sensor & controller at stenter & dryer 3 3 

31 Establishment of Energy Center 1 1 

32 
Incandescent Lamps on boundary walls needs to be replace with 

CFL 
1 1 

33 Power Factor Improvement for DPDC Supply Line 1 1 

34 Power Factor Improvement for Self Generation 2 2 

35 Proactive Maintenance of Electrical Equipment 3 3 

36 Heat Recovery from Generators exhaust & cooling tower 2 0 

37 Replacement of Electrical Condensate Pump  with ogden pumps 1 1 

38 Humidity analyzer at Stenter & Dryer 2 2 

39 Installation of Guider at Singeing Machine 1 1 

40 Process Optimization in dyeing through TDS values 1 1 

41 Singeing Machine Adjustable Burner Width 1 1 

42 Environmental Management System 6 4 

43 Fire Fighting and Emergency Response 1 1 

44 Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 2 2 

45 Wastewater Testing  and Characterization 1 1 

46 Replacement of old motors with Energy Efficient motors 1 1 

47 Replacement of MS steam pipeline with SS pipeline 1 0 

Total 187 154 

 

On average, the industries have implemented 82% of the improvement options they had included in 

their factory wise action plans, for which the industries have on average invested $ 40.000. The 

saving in the first year were more than double the investments made. Through the implementation 

of the measures mentioned above, considerable resource and financial savings have been achieved.  

The table below indicates the direct and indirect savings made per factory. Direct savings are the 

direct result from the implemented measures. Due to the inter linkages however, they have indirect 

results as well. For example, insulation and steam trap maintenance result in direct steam savings. 

However, steam savings also result in gas and water savings. Such indirect savings are estimated in 

the columns highlighting the indirect savings.  
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Table: Summary of annual resource savings per factory 

Unit Name 

(production 

capacity / 

month) 

Water 

(m3) 

(indirect) 

Water 

(m
3
) 

Steam 

(tons) 

Electricity 

(kWh) 

(indirect) 

Electricity 

(kWh) 

Gas 

(m3) 

(indirect) 

Natural Gas 

(million m
3
) 

Industry 1  

(255 ton) 

 9,607  9,607 446,232    0.87 

Industry 2 

(600 ton) 

720 6,755  6,765  503,796  174,960 0.61 

Industry 3 

(538 ton) 

709,296 5,520  5,520  488,400  715,000 0.60 

Industry 4 

(676 ton) 

8,400 5,591  5,591 242,832 297,600  16,180 0.57 

Industry 5 

(215 ton) 

 1,963  1,936 3,041    0.19 

Industry 6 

(310 ton) 

 2,073  2,073 45,320 253,362  129,500 0.20 

Industry 7 

(592 ton) 

 11,934  11,934 156,000 1,036,800  343,000 1.14 

Industry 8 

(247 ton) 

89,000 262  262  226,654   0.42 

Industry 9 

(278 ton) 

1,296 1,948  1,948  120,873   0.18 

Industry 10 

(326 ton) 

 10,795  10,759 6,912 151,770  288,000 1.02 

Industry 11 

(283 ton) 

 4,389  4,389 10,368 197,094  82,286 0.42 

Industry 12 

(82 ton) 

 12,815  12,815  258,009  202,782 1.22 

Total 808,712 73,652  73,626 910,705 3,534,358  1,951,708 7.43 

 

The local consultants illustrate the magnitude of the savings as follows: the water quantities saved by 

these 12 industries on a daily basis is equal to the daily drinking water needs of 600.000 people in 

Bangladesh, a country where a lack of access to clean water for the poor is still a big issue.  

 

Many environmental improvements present a business case and result in cost savings. In the 

programme, industries were also motivated to implement important improvements that do not 

result into direct cost savings, but which are important in terms of a reduction in environmental 

impact and improved workplaces.  

 

• A more strategic approach to environmental management (implementing the CP team, 

procedures, etc.) 

• Chemical storage and handling 

• Training of staff and workers 

• Lighting, ventilation and exhaust systems, improving the workplace 

• Personal protective equipment and noise control 

• Solid waste management 

• Pro-active maintenance of electrical systems 
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Although the above improvement options do not directly result in financial savings, they are of key 

importance to ensure healthy and safe workplaces as well as to ensure continuous attention to 

environmental management which is key to drive further improvements.  

2.3 Conclusions and learnings 

The participating factories have joined the program primarily through buyer pressure. After the first 

stages of the programme however, most of the industries realised the benefits they could achieve, 

after which we saw increasing implementation of improvements and investments made. 

Nevertheless, a fairly large variation has been seen in the uptake of the concepts of cleaner 

production among the different partner units. The key bottleneck for the industries performing less 

good was the lack of management commitment and the absence of allocation of funds to the 

manager in charge. The industries which have achieved the highest results had senior management 

directly involved and enthusiastic about the project.  

One industry has embraced the concept of cleaner production fully. They recently started a user 

group among the industries that are part of the same group and are looking for support to also 

implement cleaner production in their spinning unit.  

There are also companies where after completion of the project, we do not expect the commitment 

to continuous improvement to sustain, particularly because of the lack of management commitment. 

In the pilot project a very practical approach was taken. This approach guided the factories to 

identify and implement improvements, with the idea that through seeing the benefits, they would 

become more interested to further develop themselves. In follow up programs, more effort should 

be placed on building the capacity of the cleaner production teams. The focus of that capacity 

building should be very practical, a combination of technical training on good practices in the 

industry and on how to address continuous improvement in a strategic manner and to enhance 

“management system” thinking.  

 

To sustain the developments in the factories who have particpated, continuous low level 

involvement of consultants / NGOs would be very supportive, for example in the form of User 

Groups. A challenge is however that in Bangladesh, the community / industry has become so used to 

donor supported projects, that they are reluctant to pay for services. In the pilot project and in new 

activities for the sector, we are putting efforts in changing this mentality through requesting for 

increasing co-funding from the sector.  

2.4 Next steps and new developments 

On the basis of the success of the pilot project, the pilot will be extended starting from November 

2012. In the meantime a proposal for scale up, reaching out to a minimum of 250 industries, is being 

developed. The Netherlands Embassy, the local sector and 12 brands and retailers, have expressed 

their interest funding / participating in such a programme with IFC and Solidaridad.  
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3 Through supply chain collaboration to more sustainable practices of scale 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The majority of garments sold on The Netherlands or the European market is directly or indirectly 

imported from developing countries. China, Bangladesh and India are among the largest exporters of 

garments globally. The garment industry, labour intensive and relatively capital extensive, is 

generally one of the first industries in a country in the development from an agri-based economy to a 

lightly industrialised economy. In most garment producing countries, the industry has developed in 

clusters. The high concentration of the industry in such clusters on the one hand creates employment 

and economic development, but it also makes the social and particularly environmental issues such 

as water pollution and energy shortages very apparent. In the past five years, local and international 

stakeholders are starting to undertake action to drive the industry to take its responsibility and 

develop in a more sustainable manner. The government is also called to play a bigger role to protect 

its citizens and the environment for example through a better enforcement of local regulations.  

 

Well known examples include the case of Tirupur, a garment cluster in South India, where after a 

court case commissioned by the farmer communities located downstream of the river Noyal, “zero 

discharge of effluent” was demanded of the textile processing industry through reversed osmosis 

technology. In the summer of 2011 Greenpeace International started a successful international 

campaign to address the water pollution caused by the textile industry in China. Greenpeace 

demands zero discharge of hazardous chemicals focusing on 11 groups of persistent pollutants which 

are used in the textile processing industry. In response to the Greenpeace Campaign, to date 7 

brands have signed up to a “Joint Roadmap Towards Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals”. But 

also a local NGO in China, IPE, has recently taken up the issue of water pollution, naming 41 brands 

and retailers sourcing out of China, that can be linked to factories who have been penalized by the 

government for non-compliance with effluent legislation.  

 

The environmental impact of the textiles and garment industry can be reduced considerably by 

implementing good processing practices and ensuring that effluent emissions at least comply with 

local legislation. In most developing countries, compliance with local legislation cannot be taken for 

granted. Although legislation often exists, its enforcement is weak and corruption occurs. At the 

same time, the case of Tirupur, where the court stepped in to see to legislative enforcement, the 

requirements put in place were so strict (the strictest globally) that the industry was not able to 

comply, which in turn negatively affected the sector and shifted the textile wet processing activities 

to other regions in India where legislation is less strict or is not enforced.  

 

For the long term sustainability of the textiles and garment sector, as well as for the sustainable 

economic development in key textiles clusters, it is important that the negative sustainability 

impacts, such as inadequate working conditions, inefficient resource use, and water pollution, are 

minimized, through efforts of all stakeholders involved; and particularly by the government and the 

industry.  
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On the basis of Solidaridad’s pilot projects, we aim in this chapter to answer the following two 

questions:  

 

1. How can companies in the fashion / garment industry work with their supply chain to realize 

environmental improvements? 

2. On the basis of the experiences of various ongoing projects, how can a scale be reached which 

really creates an impact?  

 

3.2 The role of companies in the fashion / garment industry 

 

3.2.1 Supply chain transparency and traceability 

Brands and retailers can be important drivers for sustainability improvements, particularly in 

countries where the government is weak. An approach of value chain collaboration between buyer 

and supplier, which recognizes a joint responsibility to reduce the environmental footprint of 

garments, is likely to be most effective. In order for brands and retailers to take this “drivers’ seat” it 

is important to know where the processes with the biggest environmental impact in the value chain 

take place. This knowledge of the value chain cannot be taken for granted in the textile sector.  

The textiles and garment value chain from fibre to finished product is complex and fragmented. Most 

garment retailers and brands place orders – directly or via agents – with garment manufacturers and 

exporters. Some garment exporters are vertically integrated industries, with fabric manufacturing 

and textile wet processing activities in-house. In some cases – particularly for special/high quality 

products and performance wear – the garment manufacturer has to procure the fabric from 

designated suppliers. Most common however, is that the garment manufacturer sources his inputs 

directly from various sub-suppliers. Dyeing and finishing of fabric – particularly of knitted fabrics - is 

often ‘job work’, where fabric is sent to dye houses for processing. This complex structure of the 

garment supply chain results in a lack of transparency, due to which many brands and retailers are 

unaware of where the processing of their fabrics takes place. Nor are they aware of the exact nature 

of the processes and the conditions under which processing takes place. Where products are sourced 

through agents or importers, the lack of transparency is often even bigger, since the supplier 

network in these cases is often considered confidential (out of a concern of customers surpassing the 

agent or the importer).  

In the past, this lack of transparency was used by the apparel industry as an argument for not being 

able to address sustainability issues higher up the value chain. Since the past year, consensus is 

growing that ‘not knowing’ does not relieve brands and retailers from their part of the responsibility 

for sustainability issues in the supply chain.  

 

� In order to take steps towards more sustainable supply chains, working on supply chain 

transparency and traceability is key.  

 

3.2.2 Setting realistic and harmonized supply chain requirements  

For the past 20 years, the apparel sector has widely set requirements to address social circumstances 

in the supply chain. This has led to increasing awareness and knowledge in the supply chain of (legal) 

social minimum standards that should be adhered to. While frontrunners in the apparel supply chain 
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have also focused on setting environmental minimum standards, particularly with regards to effluent 

treatment, this is still a lot less widely spread. Particularly in view of an insufficiently strong 

functioning government, a demand for sustainable production by brands and retailers is key. It is 

particularly valuable if the industry can harmonise its requirements through pre-competitive 

collaboration. The Sustainable Apparel Coalition and the Joint Roadmap towards zero discharge are 

collaborative efforts to come to more transparency as well as improved sustainability levels.  

What is also important is that a certain level of knowledge and capacity is necessary for a factory to 

be able to identify and implement effective measures to achieve sustainability targets. A 

collaborative approach between buyer and supplier, supporting the supplier to develop capacity, is 

more likely to result into positive results than a focus on ‘compliance only’. The success of the User 

Groups shows that collaboration between different factories within producing regions is also 

instrumental to achieving sustainability improvements. In summary, an attitude on both a buyer and 

supplier level, that shows that sustainability is a topic that allows for pre-competitive collaboration, 

which is demonstrated through an active exchange of information, solutions, good practices and 

experiences, is important to achieve measurable improvements.  

 

� Collaboration and setting realistic supply chain sustainability targets 

 

3.2.3 Buying practices and price pressure 

Conventional buying practices are another bottleneck hampering sustainable improvements in 

supply chains. Often CSR and buying are separate responsibilities and have different and sometimes 

conflicting goals. The CSR or compliance manager sets the minimum requirements when it comes to 

social and environmental performance; having to demonstrate gradual improvements in 

performance of their suppliers. The buyers generally have targets stimulating them to optimize their 

margins and buy at the most competitive price. In many cases part of the remuneration of a buyer is 

based on the performance to achieve such targets.  

This culture in the apparel value chain has resulted in a continuous price pressure, experienced by 

suppliers as a “race to the bottom”. This is also reflected in the reduction in consumer prices for 

apparel. With rising prices in the value chain, for materials, labour, and energy, this trend cannot 

sustain. If we really want to move towards more sustainable supply chains, it is essential that the 

‘true cost of production’ is incorporated in product pricing and that the consumer is prepared to pay 

a price based on such a fair pricing system.  

Consumers have however become used to buying increasing volumes of ever cheaper garments. A 

change in this trend can only be successfully achieved through broad sector wide change. Good 

examples of such collaborative efforts which enhance sustainability are given by the Dutch 

supermarkets, for example when it comes to eggs or meat. It needs to be noted however, that in the 

apparel sector, such agreements will be more difficult to achieve. One reason is the character of the 

largest players in the Netherlands, who have presence in multiple markets, with each their own 

dynamics. Other challenges include the lack of transparency and changing supply chains. The fact 

that it is not always clear if a higher price for the product is indeed used by the factory management 

for fair compensation of its suppliers, workers, ensuring that the effluent treatment  etc. also 

hampers a constructive dialogue between supplier and buyer.  
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� Shifting towards prices that reflect the true cost of production. Educate the consumer on 

how more sustainable consumption practices. 

 

3.2.4 Supply chain dynamics 

The technical nature of environmental requirements as well as the fact that the key environmental 

impact takes place at the second tier (sub-suppliers), makes it difficult for buyers or CSR managers to 

observe and discuss areas for improvement with suppliers. Many Dutch brands and retailers are 

often not among the biggest customers for their suppliers, which frequently gives the feeling that it is 

difficult to influence their suppliers. The change from a ‘buyers’ market to a ‘suppliers’ market in 

some sourcing regions enhances such challenges.  

The trend towards supply chain consolidation, focusing on less suppliers with whom long term 

strategic partnerships are being developed, will be beneficial to achieve sustainability improvements. 

Collaboration among brands and retailers, resulting in collective requests for similar sustainability 

improvements, will increase the impact of CSR policies in the value chain.  

 

Although brands and retailers are important drivers for change, it is also clear that brands and 

retailers alone will not be able to solve all sustainability issues. Local governments need to develop 

and more effectively enforce existing legislation. In Bangladesh for example, most garment exporters 

with wet-processing activities in house have waste effluent treatment plants (ETP). It is also 

frequently mentioned that those ETPs are not operated 24/7, that they are switched on only during 

factory visits of buyers or auditors. Increasing enforcement by the government (with high enough 

fines) is essential to change this behavior. Effluent treatment adds costs to the production process 

and suppliers argue that prices do not allow high levels of compliance. Producers in turn are unaware 

of the scope of efficiency improvements in their factories leading to a reduction of inputs per kg 

processed fabric. Additionally, in the textile wet processing industry there is generally a resistance to 

change. Many production managers and dye masters are reluctant to changing the processes and 

experimenting with new chemical solutions and different machinery settings (less wash cycles, 

reduced temperatures, reduced water, etc.), in a fear of quality issues or because they believe the 

way they work is already optimal. A better understanding of the opportunities and challenges in the 

value chain, will allow CSR professionals or buyers to have a more constructive dialogue on 

improvements with suppliers.  

 

� It is important to train and raise awareness among staff of brands and retailers on 

environmental issues, enabling them to start the discussion with their suppliers.  

� Local service providers need to be developed and awareness should be raised among 

suppliers on the possibilities to reduce production costs through improved efficiency. 

� Capacity of local service providers and knowledge institutes needs to be built. Through joint 

initiatives by brands/retailers and their suppliers a joint responsibility can be demonstrated. 

Closer collaboration and more open cost calculations can contribute to working towards 

fairer pricing mechanisms.  
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3.3 How to shift from pilot to scale that creates positive impact 

 

This paragraph describes the key lessons learned of the pilot activities in Bangladesh and the 

discussions with various stakeholders, on those elements that need to be addressed in order to 

achieve sector wide improvements.  

 

In order to really create scale and impact, all stakeholders need to be on board and take action that 

lies within their sphere of influence:  

• The government 

• The industry (brands/retailers as well as producers and their associations) 

• Local service industry and knowledge centers 

• NGOs / representatives of local communities 

 

Improved multi-stakeholder dialogue and improved information on the state of affairs 

It is important to develop a collective sense of the need for improvements. Currently, different 

stakeholder groups have different perceptions of the problems and the severity of the issues in 

Bangladesh. Improved awareness and a constructive dialogue are vital to achieve a common vision.  

Sustainable improvements can be achieved if the different stakeholder groups recognize their 

responsibility to be part of the solution and commit to improvements that lie within their sphere of 

influence.  

 

Government 

At the level of the government, it is necessary to ensure that existing legislation is enforced with 

penalties that are severe enough to create a strong motivation to comply. Moreover it would be 

valuable to collect examples and best practices from countries in Europe as well as Asia on how other 

countries have set up effective policies to stimulate more sustainable production. Through analyzing 

the experiences in different countries, and perhaps exchanges, inspiration can be given to others on 

effective (positive) policy measures.  

 

Local capacity 

Currently in Bangladesh, there is very limited knowledge and capacity on cleaner production in the 

textile wet processing industry. Experienced consultants, who can provide support against local 

rates, will be instrumental to scale up the best practices collected in pilot projects. But also 

educational institutes need to embed topics like production efficiency, cleaner production and 

pollution control into their curricula to ensure that graduates from textile colleges and universities 

have sufficient knowledge on these topics. Access to information can be facilitated through the 

development of easy to understand reading material, and the developing an information point where 

information on cleaner production can be collected and downloaded.  

 

Capacity building of senior management will enhance the awareness of the business case of cleaner 

production and possibly also of the need for ensuring compliance with local legislation. In various 

developing countries, companies tend to be hesitant to train their employees out of fear that they 

will shift to a new employer on the basis of these increased skills. This hesitation to training makes it 
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difficult to provide professionals with new insights that help the industry move ahead. Capacity 

building and knowledge exchange within the sector is also likely to reduce the resistance to change. If 

successful implementation is seen in the local industry, others are more likely to follow. Ideally, the 

local sector association should play a role in such knowledge exchange platforms.  

 

Sector collaboration 

Brand demand for cleaner production is a key driver to change. On the one hand, brands and 

retailers need to be aware that certain choices they have, have a direct influence on the 

environmental impact of the products they buy (including types of finishing, treatments, properties, 

extremely high color matching expectations, etc.).  

On the other hand, it would be very valuable if – contrary to what happened to social standards –

environmental standards and buyer requirements are developed in a more harmonized way. It will 

give one message to the sector and it prevents reinventing the wheel. Ideally systems should be 

developed which support in step-by-step improvements, but which do not rely on expensive auditing 

mechanisms.  

 

Access to finance 

In many developing countries, interest rates for investment loans are extremely high (15%). Access to 

finance needed for capital investments to upgrade the industry, is important to move towards the 

replacement of outdated machinery for state of the art solutions. On the one hand, banks need to be 

trained to be able to properly assess ‘sustainability’ finance proposals, at the same time it would be 

very beneficial if low interest rate schemes are developed for innovative investments or investments 

with a clear sustainability benefit.  

 

Creating a critical mass 

In order to create internal drivers for implementing environmental improvements, it is important 

that (through donor supported projects) a critical mass is formed of industries who have 

implemented good and best practices. If a considerable part of the industry can set the example as 

well as the business case for implementing these improvements, and the above mentioned topics are 

also addressed, there is a likelihood that the industry will continue to move into a more sustainable 

direction.  


