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introduction
The BRC, the go-to trade association for all UK retailers, is enhancing, assisting, 
informing, and shaping the retail industry. Our mission is to make a positive 
difference to the industry and to the customers it serves. Retailers want to 
provide their customers with the assurance that they are playing their part to 
promote a more circular economy, which is the aim to stop waste from being 
produced in the first place and to reuse more items. This guideline will help 
retailers, brands, resale platforms, and more businesses to understand the 
different channels to keep clothing and other items in a circular loop rather than 
being sent to landfill.
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What are circular  
economy principles?
The circular economy means moving away from the economic and linear model of 
‘take, make, throw away’, in which resources are extracted, turned into products, 
used, and discarded, and into a more circular model where products are kept in 
circulation for a longer amount of time. According to Chatham House, this means 
“redesigning products to be more durable, reusable, repairable, and recyclable, 
and changing the way we consume and use goods and services, and rethinking 
consumerism as a society.”

For clothing, footwear, homeware textiles, and other items, this means promoting 
resale markets and platforms, hire and rental subscriptions, upcycling, swapping, 
and repairing instead of throwing away the item. This guideline will mention 
textile recycling as a last resort for items that are not good enough quality, 
unwearable, or unsafe from chemical contamination. Note: product may require 
responsible disposal if chemical contamination is over legal limits allowed.

If a product is not of good enough quality for a retailer or brand own channels for 
resale, there are other options for consideration ahead of recycling. For example, 
the inventory could be renewed or repaired, it could be donated to a charity or 
sold as raw materials to creatives or designers, and / or sold on other channels.
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Recycling is the process of converting waste materials into new materials and 
objects. The recyclability of a material depends on its ability to reacquire the 
properties it had in its original state.

Upcycling, which is a form of reuse, is the process of transforming by-products, 
waste materials, useless, or unwanted products into new materials or products 
perceived to be of greater quality, such as artistic value or environmental value.

Downcycling, or cascading, is the recycling of waste where the recycled 
material is of lower quality and functionality than the original material. 

Disposal describes a process where the materials are destroyed, which could 
be through incineration or landfill.

Recycling vs Upcycling vs Downcycling vs Disposal
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What do we mean by second-hand?
Second-hand items means it was previously owned and touched the hands of  
a customer either worn or unworn and includes returns which a brand or retailer 
determines to be not perfect quality to be reused within their main business.  
This guideline does include unwanted imperfect returns which a brand or retailer  
is unable to sell themselves, as there are other channels, such as reselling platforms 
that will enable these items to stay in circulation and not be disposed of or sent to 
landfill. However, this guideline will not be promoting excess stock as second-hand 
as a route to remove it from inventories of brands or retailers.

What is the scope for  
product lines to be resold?
This guideline will have a scope of product lines to include women’s, men’s, and 
children’s clothing, footwear, and accessories. It will also include non-apparel 
textiles (or “flat home textiles”) such as bedding, cushion covers, towels, curtains, 
tea towels, napkins, tablecloths, etc.
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What preliminary quality checks 
need to be done?
The aim and objective of having quality checks is to be able to clearly inform the 
customer about the state of the item, not necessarily to rectify it if a fault is found or 
to immediately make the decision to send it to textile recycling. Adhering to circular 
economy principles, this industry guideline does not aim to promote the circulation of 
perfect items, but rather to circulate ALL items by ensuring both buyer and seller have 
the exact same level of information to not to screen items out, but to transparently 
and fairly disclose their condition (see condition grading below).

'Imperfect' items are generally welcomed by customers, particularly on resale 
platforms. User expectations are very different when buying second-hand vs 
brand new and defaults are not a barrier to purchase.

Some preliminary quality checks could include: 

• visual checks like looking for bobbling, fading, stretching, marks or stains; 

• physical checks like looking for functional zips and all buttons still on the item; 

• creasing or scuffing on the footwear, or worn down tread on the sole; 

• authenticated checks like checking the label for higher end garments.

What condition is it in?
Condition grading should be included to give consumers a consistent grading  
of each item being offered and also across retailers offering second-hand 
products for sale.

There are five condition grades:

1
New with tags: 

Unused with original 
packaging or tags

2
Like new:  

Mint condition or  
new without tags

4
*Used - Good:  
Minor flaws or  
signs of wear

5
*Used - Fair:  

Obvious flaws or  
signs of wear

3
Used - Excellent:  

Lightly used but no 
noticeable flaws

*describe flaws/ signs of wear and show on photos
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Decision Tree for Second-hand  
and Preloved Items
For discussions within your internal teams on how to handle second-hand or 
preloved items, it is helpful to know all the different routes or channels available 
to keep clothing, footwear, accessories, homewares, and more in circulation and 
out of landfill. Here is a Decision Tree to help you decide on what checks need to 
take place and what available options you have for each item.
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Is it in scope? (Second-hand items vs excess stock)

Anything else should be sent to recycling merchants for export or for textile recycling  
(all while adhering to TRUST Certification)

Yes

What condition is it in?

New 
with tags Like new Used – 

excellent
Used – 
good

Used – 
fair

Categorise it and  
sell via owned  

resale channels

Donate or 
sell to charity 

partners to use 
as product or 
raw materials 
for creatives

Can it be mended  
or repaired? Sell via third 

party resale 
channels 

If in good condition

No

No Yes
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Some of the benefits of working with charity retailers:

• Charity retailers can support with data for environmental and CSR 
reporting

• There is often an agreement in place that governs how charity retailers sell 
stock donated by brands (e.g.: only in-store and no marketing)

• Charities often cover transport or logistic costs

• It helps avoid the risk of branded stock ending up in the informal economy

• It helps reduce reputational risks

What is the TRUST Certification?

TRUST – Trader Recycling Universal Standard – is 
the outcome of a coalition dedicated to boost 
standards within the recycling sector.

It has the backing of more than 2,500 charity 
shops across the United Kingdom, and was formed 
in 2019 from representatives of the Charity Retail 
Association, Textile Recycling Association, charity 
retail chains, academics, waste reduction charities, 
textile recyclers, and input from the Environment 
Agency, the WISH (Waste Industry Safety and 
Health) Forum and the Chartered Institution of 
Wastes Management (CIWM).

There is a certification and standard for traders in used textiles and other items. 
Trader Recycling Universal Standard (TRUST) came about as there were concerns 
that a small number of merchants have been involved in serious health and safety 
breaches, instances of modern slavery, illegal waste exports and other issues 
which present ethical and reputational risks. To address these issues, TRUST 
provides an independent audit process to recognise professional businesses, 
improve standards and make a distinction between the different types of traders 
operating in the sector.

Charity retailers are always looking for good, clean stock to sell or donate to 
further their good causes and will receive from both brands and consumers. 
It is worth highlighting that whilst “recycling merchants” use the term textile 
recycling, a vast majority buy and sort items to sell via exporting them abroad 
for reuse, and only a small percentage of items sent to recycling merchants are 
actually recycled. Additionally, these items are sold onto small businesses or 
individuals who will then resell the items in the UK, which is more likely with 
designer brands.
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going forward 
BRC and its members recognise their duty of care to their customers and their 
responsibility in ensuring more circular economy principles are adhered to. 
The aim and ambition is to limit, and ultimately end, sending items to landfill 
unnecessarily and to keep them in circulation for longer so that they can be used 
and loved by more people.

For more information, please contact info@brc.org.uk to learn more about BRC 
and the member groups that are working to tackle this issue.

This voluntary guideline was produced in association with retailers, resale 
platforms, charity retailers, and other industry experts and the following 
organisations have contributed their expertise:



THE BRITISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM

The BRC’s purpose is to make a positive difference to 
the retail industry and the customers it serves, today 

and in the future.
 

Retail is an exciting, dynamic and diverse industry 
which is going through a period of profound change. 

Technology is transforming how people shop; costs are 
increasing; and growth in consumer spending is slow.

The BRC is committed to ensuring the industry thrives 
through this period of transformation. We tell the 

story of retail, work with our members to drive positive 
change and use our expertise and influence to create 

an economic and policy environment that enables 
retail businesses to thrive and consumers to benefit. 

Our membership comprises over 5,000 businesses 
delivering £180bn of retail sales and employing over 

one and half million employees.

BRItish RETAIL CONSORTIUM
The Form Rooms, 22 Tower Street, London WC2H 9NS 
+44 (0)20 7854 8900 | info@brc.org.uk | brc.org.uk
British Retail Consortium – a company limited by  
guarantee Registered in England and Wales No. 405720 


