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large proportion of people in Germany own 

unused products, many of them in their ward-

robes. That is a treasure trove for the booming 

second-hand market. After books, clothing is the 

most frequently sold category of second-hand goods 

(Wilts/Fecke 2021). The global market value for sec-

ond-hand clothing is estimated at around 220 billion 

euros in 2025. Within just four years, the value is ex-

pected to increase by more than 96 billion euros. It 

is therefore anticipated that the second-hand market 

will grow 2.7 times faster than the global garment 

market as a whole (ThredUp 2025). 

For years, the garment industry has been criti-

cized for global exploitation and a lack of sustaina-

bility. The industry consumes excessive resources; 

materials cannot be meaningfully reused, micro-

plastics contaminate and chemicals poison water 

and soils. Above all, brands, investors, and retailers 

reap financial profits. The levers for influence of pre-

cariously employed workers in globalized supply 

chains are very limited. The same is true for many 

affected communities.  

The new resale developments could initiate 

changes in the sector. Nevertheless, there has so far 

been little discussion of how the emerging second-

hand market can be assessed from a global justice 

perspective. The present discussion paper analyzes 

to what extent and under what conditions the sec-

ond-hand trend can contribute to a more economi-

cally just and environmentally friendly sector. 

This debate tolerates no delay, for new political 

instruments are intended to address the enormous 

social and ecological problems of the sector. The EU 

Textile Strategy aims to pave the way toward a more 

circular use of resources. By contrast, regulations on 

human rights due diligence in supply chains are un-

der attack in Europe. 

PROBLEMAT IC  STATUS QUO  

The garment industry is considered a paradigmatic 

example of exploitation in globalized supply chains. 
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Production regions are shaped by constant interna-

tional competition for orders from major market ac-

tors. Competition is held primarily by reducing pro-

duction costs, thereby promoting low wages and 

poor working conditions as well as disregarding en-

vironmental standards. Violations of labor rights 

such as forced labor, verbal and physical harass-

ment, and restrictions on freedom of association are 

well documented for the supply chain (cf., for exam-

ple, Ferenschild 2018; 2021). 

The ecological costs are also evident, including 

the massive consumption of water, land, and crude 

oil. The most widely used fossil-based material, pol-

yester, accounted for 57% of fiber production in 

2023—far more than, for instance, cotton. Despite 

increases in the share of recycled fibers, the global 

production of new polyester fibers also continued to 

rise, so that the proportion of recycled fibers even 

declined slightly from 2022 to 2023 (Textile Ex-

change 2025: 48). 

Moreover, the garment industry produces far too 

many goods. It is not only consumers who leave 

clothing unused in their wardrobes. Returns—espe-

cially in online retail—and unsold goods also result 

in garments losing value without ever being worn, 

becoming a burden for retailers in high-consump-

tion countries such as Germany. 

Waste management is a visible problem 

along the entire value chain. Before use, this 

includes, among other things, cutting scraps 

and unsellable products. After use, part of 

the garments ends up in the trash—in Ger-

many, according to residual waste analyses 

by the Federal Environment Agency, this 

amounted a few years ago to an estimated 

four kilograms per person per year (period 

2017–2019) (Dornbusch et al. 2020; 

Gözet/Wilts 2022: 21). For decades, another share is 

disposed of after first use via collection systems (on 

average an estimated 15 kg per person per year, 

BMUKN 2025), much of which is then exported. The 

transport and disposal of exported second-hand 

clothing generates an annual carbon footprint of 17 

kilograms of CO₂ per person in Germany (Coscieme 

et al. 2022). The list of externalized costs incurred by 

the industry along the entire chain is extensive. This 

includes, for example, enormous microplastic abra-

sion during use and the problems of used clothing 

management, which are also described in more de-

tail below (cf. Gözet/Wilts 2022: 13, 21). 

 

CIRCULAR ECONOMY AS A SOLUTION 

STRATEGY  

Today, around a quarter of worn-out textiles are 

turned into painter's fleece, insulation material or 

cleaning rags. Due to the loss of value of the 

products, it is downcycling (BMUKN 2025). Genuine 

circular loops would only emerge if fiber-to-fiber re-

cycling enabled the production of materials and 

products of equal value. Technological develop-

ments in this field are highly dynamic. So far, how-

ever, no procedure has been adopted on a large 

scale.Up to now, decisions in production have gen-

erally not been geared towards recyclability. 

To reduce resource use and waste, hopes are par-

ticularly being placed on strengthening the princi-

ples of the circular economy. These include repaira-

bility, reusability, and reintegrating materials into 

the production process. Questions of design and 

consumer behavior are highlighted. New business 

models, such as sharing or borrowing clothing, are 

discussed but have so far received only very limited 

support. 

Within the EU, the member states are obliged to 

pursue various targets and enact laws intended to 

lead to more circular economic practices by the EU 

Textile Strategy. The strategy includes design re-

quirements, a ban on destroying unsold goods, ex-

tended producer responsibility for waste from the 

garment industry, and a focus on strengthening fi-

ber-to-fiber recycling processes. Since the beginning 

of 2025, the EU Waste Framework Directive (EU) 

851/2018 has required EU member states to collect 

textile waste separately. These measures could bring 

about major changes to the sector, making 

the analysis of risks and opportunities asso-

ciated with new trends and established prac-

tices in the second-hand market all the more 

important. 

First studies already show that human 

rights and environmental protection in a 

more circular fashion industry are not a 

given. For example, Dutch organizations, 

drawing on on-site investigations, uncov-

ered social and labor-law abuses in the recycling in-

dustry in Panipat, the largest textile recycling center 

in India, as well as in Faisalabad in Pakistan. In this 

strongly informalized industry, working conditions 

are extremely precarious. The labor rights violations 

identified included child labor (Arisa/Sympany 

2020; Arisa 2025; see also SÜDWIND/Arisa 2025). 

The Finnish organization Eetti emphasizes that an 

increasingly circular fashion industry does not auto-

matically lead to improved living conditions world-

wide: 

“The current circular economy actions don’t 

solve the social problems that run rampant in 

the clothing industry, one of these problems be-

ing that most of the people working in the in-

dustry don’t earn a living wage. 

On the contrary: if circular economy is executed 

badly, it can make the situation even worse.” 

(2024) 

17 
The transport and 

disposal of ex-
ported second -

hand clothing gen-
erate an average 

of 1.5 kilograms of 
CO₂ per person in 

Germany each 
year. 
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The organization demands that companies examine 

the human rights implications of their actions, both 

in the transition of the industry and in current busi-

ness models for used garment exports (Eetti 2024; 

Nurmi 2025; see also Lanyero 2024). This criticism 

is consistent with SÜDWIND's long-standing obser-

vations and analyses of the negative effects of used 

garment exports (cf. e.g. Gojowczyk/Hütz Adams 

2021). The growing second-hand market therefore 

needs to be critically examined. 

SECONDHAND – THE SOLUTION TO ALL 

PROBLEMS ? 

Second-hand clothing items can reach a new user 

through various channels, including clothes swaps, 

flea markets, charitable or commercial second-hand 

shops, or a wide range of online providers. Accord-

ing to DER SPIEGEL, physical retailers fear the grow-

ing competition from online platforms. However, 

the data situation regarding a possible shift from 

brick-and-mortar to online offerings is inconclusive 

(cf. Book et al. 2023; Momox Fashion 2020, 2024). 

Similarly difficult to quantify are increasingly popu-

lar clothes swap parties, which take place both in 

private settings and in organized forms, for example 

by political groups such as Greenpeace or the Clean 

Clothes Campaign (cf., for instance, kleider-

tausch.de). 

THE  ONLINE -MARK ET 

What is undisputed, however, is that online re-

sellers such as Vinted or Momox make a substantial 

contribution to the second-hand trend. In October 

2025, the Vinted app ranked first in the App Store in 

the “Shopping” category, ahead of the fast-fashion 

giants Temu (2nd place) and Amazon (5th place). 

Selling is free of charge. The platform generates rev-

enue solely through buyer protection fees, paid add-

on features, shipping services, and advertising 

(Melcher 2025). 

According to estimates, by 2027 the online mar-

ket for second-hand clothing will not only surpass 

the market value of physical second-hand stores but 

will even triple it (Statista 2025). Increasingly, a con-

centration of market players can be observed. For ex-

ample, Vinted acquired successful formats such as 

“Mamikreisel” and “Rebelle.” In 2024, the 

platform had more than 28 million active us-

ers, generated revenues of 813 million euros, 

and increased its transaction volume tenfold 

within five years. In France, the company has 

meanwhile become the market leader ahead 

of Shein and Temu (Melcher 2025). 

Buyers on Vinted and Momox are predom-

inantly female and tend to be under 40 years 

of age (Momox Fashion 2020, 2024; Vinted 2023). 

By contrast, the cross-category resale platform 

Kleinanzeigen stated that its users in German 

roughly reflect the general age structure of the pop-

ulation. Kleinanzeigen is used by both private and 

commercial users, with the latter making up a rela-

tively small share (email survey in October 2025). 

Various market studies explore changes in pur-

chasing decisions. Second-hand goods are cheaper 

and involve lower resource consumption than new 

products. Buyers often equate the consumption of 

second-hand goods with sustainable consumption. 

In surveys conducted by the platforms, around half 

of German customers state that purchasing used 

goods allows them to afford more overall. Thirty-

five percent of them reinvest the money saved on 

further second-hand purchases. On Vinted, this 

leads to more than 70% of respondents stating that 

since buying on Vinted, they do not purchase fewer 

items of clothing than before. One fifth even re-

ported buying more garments (E-commerce Ger-

many n.d.; Momox Fashion 2020, 2022, 2024; 

Vinted 2023; Wilts/Fecke 2021). Second-hand does 

not appear to reduce the overall consumption of new 

goods. Both the fast-fashion market and the second-

hand market are projected to grow over the next five 

years (Statista 2024). 

Additional motives may encourage people to par-

ticipate in the second-hand market. The new plat-

forms offer private sellers an opportunity to supple-

ment their income, particularly in the context of 

growing poverty and social inequality. Moreover, 

second-hand platforms function as queer, creative, 

and political spaces in which people can express 

themselves beyond gender norms, connect with one 

another, and take positions on fashion, deliberately 

breaking with prevailing clothing and gender norms 

(Huber 2020; Panju 2024). 

Part of the background outlined above regarding 

purchasing decisions suggests a rebound effect: peo-

ple buying second-hand clothing consume, on aver-

age, more clothing (2.28 items per month) than 

those buying only new clothing (1.86 items per 

month). Buyers purchase more clothing since sec-

ond-hand products are cheaper but perceive this 

purchasing as environmentally friendly. As a result, 

the ecological and financial benefits of second-hand 

clothing are weakened or canceled out by overall in-

creased consumption (Ciechelska et al. 2024). 

Laitala and Klepp (2021) furthermore 

identify, in a comprehensive study con-

ducted in China, Japan, the USA, the United 

Kingdom, and Germany, different usage pat-

terns for second-hand versus newly pur-

chased clothing. Garments are worn less fre-

quently the longer ago they were acquired. 

Newly purchased items, however, are worn 

30% more often over the same period than 

used ones. The effect varies in intensity for different 

clothing categories but is evident for everyday cloth-

ing as well as for occasion-specific garments such as 

suits. What owners intend to do with a garment also 

35 
percent of 

secondhand buyers 
spend the money 

they save on  
further secondhand 

purchase s. 
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appears to be relevant: if a garment is still intended 

to be donated or sold, it is worn less often than gar-

ments that are only intended to be disposed of. Gar-

ments that users plan to pass on to friends or family 

members are worn least frequently. When a garment 

is worn by a second or even third person, its “life-

time” before disposal is extended. However, with 

each change of ownership it is worn less often than 

after a new purchase. The authors conclude from 

this that circular economy initiatives should priori-

tize long-term use over second use. 

Klooster et al. (2024) likewise emphasize that the 

frequency of actual use of a garment is crucial. Pro-

duction accounts for the largest share of a garment’s 

ecological impact, at 72 percent. Accordingly, envi-

ronmental impact (per use) decreases rapidly as fre-

quency of use increases, as the effects of the produc-

tion phase are distributed across more uses. Second-

hand buyers who wear an item only rarely may cause 

greater ecological impacts than users who wear a 

newly purchased item very intensively. Purchasing 

second-hand clothing is therefore not automatically 

the most environmentally friendly option simply be-

cause it is acquired second-hand. 

This is also underscored by the climate calcula-

tion of the reseller Vinted. According to the re-

seller’s own figures, buying a used garment on the 

platform instead of a new product results in an emis-

sions saving of 1.8 kg of CO₂. Nevertheless, the 

sheer volume of deliveries leads to a relevant level of 

emissions. These account for 96 percent of Vinted’s 

CO₂ emissions. International orders generate 35 per-

cent more emissions than domestic orders. The com-

pany’s total emissions from shipments alone 

amounted to 282 kt of CO₂ in 2021 (Vaayu Tech 

GmbH 2021). Based on the myclimate flight calcula-

tor, this corresponds to 128,000 round trips by one 

person from Frankfurt to New York. Dispatch also 

entails a high risk of labor rights violations (see box). 

Online resellers are also increasingly confronted 

with fraudulent practices. Fast-fashion items are 

“greenwashed” and presented as unique pieces or 

beloved treasures to appeal to 

an environmentally conscious 

clientele on second-hand plat-

forms (Panju 2024). With the 

false promise of good quality 

and ethical consumption, prof-

its are thus generated from 

overpriced garments produced 

quickly and cheaply – and ulti-

mately buyers still end up con-

suming clothing from questionable fast-fashion 

companies (Chandler 2021). 

Little is known about working conditions in 

online retail itself beyond employee reviews. In late 

October 2025, the first strike in the company's his-

tory took place at its Leipzig site. Employees raised 

accusations of racism and reported performance 

pressure, Momox denies. Together with the trade 

union ver.di, employees demanded higher wages, 

respect, and better working conditions (Mdr 2025). 

 

WORKING CONDITIONS IN THE 

TRANSPORT SECTOR: THE LAST MILE  

The delivery of clothing purchased online on the 

so-called 'last mile' is related to  problematic 

working conditions. Large parcel delivery 

companies often outsource deliveries to 

subcontractors, resulting in long chains of 

contractors and making it difficult to monitor 

and improve working conditions systematically. 

Delivery drivers face h igh performance 

pressures . They must deliver 250 –270 parcels a 

day, often without regular breaks or overtime 

pay. Low wages, physically demanding work 

and the employ ment of  people without secure 

residence status further exacerbate these 

conditions (Ferenschild, 2023) . 

THE  EXPORT -MARK ET 

Regional economic activity based on used clothing 

can have positive effects on the local economy in 

large cities in OECD countries (Vladimirova et al. 

2024). At the same time, the share of low-quality 

clothing that is unsuitable for local reuse and in poor 

condition is increasing. In Germany, for example, 

collection organizations have for years complained 

about the declining quality of donated goods and the 

associated rapid decrease in the profitability of the 

used-clothing sales business model (Vladimirova et 

al. 2024; see also ARD 2025). By contrast, there has 

been little discussion of the extent to which the sec-

ond-hand trend in Germany and direct sales via 

online platforms further lower the quality level of 

collected clothing. Clothing that is not resold often 

ends up in collection containers. The subsequent 

trade is complex. 

Low-quality items which appear unsuitable for 

the European second-hand market are exported 

abroad in large quantities. In many countries, on a 

micro-level, people handle the goods creatively and 

profitably. At the same time, these exports not only 

lead to a problematic economic sector that leaves lit-

tle room for domestic production to develop, but 

also to an immense waste problem and the pollution 

of soil and waterways. Elmar Stroomer from Africa 

Collect Textiles also emphasizes the responsibility 

for this in an interview: 

„People cannot ship in millions of kilos of (used) 
textiles and look away when they end up in riv-
ers. We believe it is time to add a waste tax on 

imported items and the funds should be 

In Tanzania, second -

hand clothing is also 

known as kafa ulaya. 

Translated, this means 

“the clothes of dead 

white people” (Brooks 

2019: 128).  
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invested in high-end collection and recycling in-
frastructure.” (Ghosh 2022) 

The trade, which has been going on for decades, cre-

ates new dependencies for local actors in 

secondhand markets in East and West Africa. At the 

same time, these markets provide employment and 

income. For example, for women, who face disad-

vantages in the formal sector due to culturally deter-

mined gender norms, the informal mitumba trade in 

East Africa can provide an option to gain economic 

independence (Panju, 2024). If the flow of used 

clothing from abroad dries up, new sources of in-

come must be secured to compensate for the finan-

cial loss. 

WHAT CAN THE SECOND -HAND BOOM 

ACHIEVE —AND WHAT CAN IT NOT?  

First, a growing second-hand market does not neces-

sarily mean that the fashion industry is becoming 

more circular or sustainable. Reselling garments 

does extend its lifespan, but it does not guarantee 

more frequent use. Nor does second-hand use con-

tribute to the recyclability of new fabrics in a way 

that would create a circular loop (Imsirovic 2023). 

Furthermore, a just transition requires creating 

more value overall with less clothing and distrib-

uting this value more fairly on a global scale (see also 

Hachfeld and Schenk, 2024). Yet such crucial com-

ponents of a just transition have so far been lacking: 

more value must be generated in production, and 

workers must be better remunerated for their labor. 

The industry must operate within planetary bound-

aries, and human rights must be guaranteed along 

the entire value chain (Nurmi 2025). In line with the 

concept of a just transition (see box), the perspective 

of workers must play a central role in restructuring. 

It should be ensured that the voices of marginalized 

workers—such as those marginalized on the basis of 

age, status, ethnicity, or gender—are heard. 

Moreover, the ongoing overproduction in the 

fashion sector continues to result in enormous quan-

tities of garments that are never or barely used: over-

consumption, rapid fashion 

cycles, unsold store merchan-

dise, and returns from online 

retail diminish the value of 

goods without any actual use. 

When the ‘surplus’ ends up on 

the second-hand market, it is, 

contrary to popular percep-

tion, environmentally harmful, because it would be 

far better not to produce it in the first place. 

The existence of second-hand markets and for-

mats can provide companies with channels to dis-

pose of this merchandise “in compliance with regu-

lations” without questioning their own business 

 
For illustrative purposes, these goals are formulated in a comprehensive and concise manner. For a more detailed elaboration of the necessary 
changes, see, for example, Hachfeld/Schenk 2024. 

models. The problems of social and economic injus-

tice in global resale and reuse in recycling are dis-

cussed in detail in other works. Growth in second-

hand markets without further changes therefore 

cannot be interpreted as an indication that business 

models that generate profit from exploitation and 

ecological waste are truly transforming. 

 

JUST TRANSITION  

The concept of “Just Transition”  was first used 

within the US labor movement in the 1980s. As 

stricter environmental regulations threatened 

the closure of particularly polluting industries, 

trade unions advocated to ensure that the 

ecological transformation would not be carried 

out at the  expense of workers, that jobs would 

be s ecured , and that workers would be granted 

greater participation rights.  

Further information on the topic of just 

transition can be found in SÜDWIND’s blog 

posts and Instagram series under the hashtag s 

#LassAndersMachen  and #JustFashion . 

SECONDHAND AS ONE OF MANY STEPS TO-

WARD JUST TRANSITION  

Building on this discussion, we identify the follow-

ing four goals for changing production and con-

sumption patterns that need to be achieved in a just 

fashion industry:1 

REDUCE RESOURCE CONSUMPTION . 

The resource consumption of the fashion industry 

must be reduced. This concerns, on the one hand, 

the primary use of raw materials to produce gar-

ments and, on the other, the sector’s contribution to 

CO₂ emissions and chemical pollution. It is crucial to 

extend the lifespan of textiles, to increase their fre-

quency of use before depreciation, and to promote 

the transition to a circular system. 

The SÜDWIND Institute demands: 

✓ New legislation must drive the development of 

optimized collection and recycling systems and 
ensure human rights due diligence from the 

outset, 

✓ New legislation must work toward reducing the 

use of fossil primary raw materials, improving 

durability and repairability, curbing micro-

plastic pollution, and stopping overproduc-

tion, 

The secondhand boom 

does not necessarily 

lead to changed busi-

ness models in the 

corporate landscape.  
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✓ Political incentives and funding must facilitate 

the structural development of local repair, 

care, swapping, and rental initiatives, 

✓ Awareness-raising programs and support 

measures for the population in Germany, as 

well as support for municipalities, must ensure 

the local implementation, acceptance, and use 

of these structures. 

REDUCE TEXTILE WASTE.  

The textile value chain does not end with sales in 

second-hand shops or the disposal of old clothes in 

containers. Textile waste must be reduced and the 

negative effects of exports curbed. Fashion compa-

nies and retail must take responsibility for decades 

of textile overproduction. 

The SÜDWIND Institute demands: 

✓ The Extended Producer Responsibility system 

to be established in Germany must be intro-

duced, designed, and monitored in a globally 

responsible and inclusive manner, 

✓ Revenues from the Extended Producer Respon-

sibility system must also be used for a just tran-

sition and ecological restoration in global re-

gions that have imported used clothing,  

✓ The trade in used clothing must be critically ex-

amined and transformed; new business models 

in Europe, for example for upcycling and re-

pair, and in former importing countries, for ex-

ample for new production, must be developed 

and strengthened, 

✓ Transparency must be made mandatory in the 

used-clothing trade as well as within the frame-

work of Extended Producer Responsibility. 

RE DISTRIBUT E POWER . 

To redistribute power along the entire value chain, 

democratic and participatory practices are key. 

Those affected must be able to assert their rights 

across borders and draw attention to abuse. 

The SÜDWIND Institute demands: 

✓ National and international legislation (such as 

the CSDDD and the LkSG) must provide a 

framework for enforcing human rights due dili-

gence along the entire supply chain, 

✓ The role of workers as agents of change must be 

strengthened; among other things, a form 

must be established that enables actor groups 

from used clothing importing countries co-cre-

ate the transition,  

✓ Existing ILO core labor standards must be 

strengthened, and shrinking spaces for trade 

unions and civil society organizations world-

wide must be actively countered, 

✓ The representation of marginalized groups and 

grassroots human rights initiatives must be 

strengthened in textile-producing and used-

clothing importing regions, as well as in trans-

national processes for a just transition and a 

circular economy in the fashion industry. 

REDISTRIBUT E SURPLUS VALUE AND PURCHASING 

POWER . 

For a just fashion industry, the redistribution of sur-

plus value is indispensable. This includes redistribu-

tion along the value chain as well as within compa-

nies and national economies. 

The SÜDWIND Institute demands: 

✓ Living wages, collective bargaining, and redis-

tribution of surplus value in favor of producing 

countries must be enforced through regulatory 

measures and respective corporate decisions, 

✓ Value creation must be possible through re-

sale, repair, sharing, renting, and recycling, 

✓ Neocolonial structures and inequalities must 

be consciously dismantled in fashion design 

and dissemination. 

CONCLUSION  

How do we assess developments in the secondhand 

fashion and garment market? Does the boom con-

tribute to a more just fashion industry? The analysis 

shows that this question cannot be answered with a 

simple "yes" or "no." Rather, the answer depends 

on the specific conditions of the purchases. From an 

individual perspective, buying secondhand can be 

meaningful if it replaces a new purchase and the gar-

ment is worn frequently over a long period of time. 

However, shifting fast-fashion consumption habits 

to Vinted & Co. is not sufficient. A secondhand pur-

chase is not a free pass. The same critical questions 

that apply when buying new must be asked here, too 

(e.g., about the material or about human rights in 

the supply chain). Need-based, conscious, and re-

duced consumption are still necessary. 

For the sector to become truly just, power and re-

sources must be redistributed along the entire value 

chain, which currently lies primarily with brands, 

investors, and retailers. Voices of workers must be 

placed at the center to promote democratic and par-

ticipatory value creation. Redistribution must be 

guided by political regulation and accompanied by 

more conscious consumption behavior. The idea of 

a just fashion industry must not end with purchase. 

Structures for longer use, repair, and fair trading re-

lationships must also be part of the discourse. It 

should also be remembered that the demand for 

clothing does not necessarily have to be met by mar-

ket-based formats. 

The boom in secondhand fashion must be explic-

itly political, accompanied by a forceful demand for 

political change, and contribute to the just transi-

tion. Many regions already have related entrepre-

neurial and political approaches, initiatives, and 

groups that can be supported today.                   
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For a short version of the paper for education work  check : https://tinyurl.com/4tr9er9h  
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