
Keeping textiles with toxic substances  
away from the EU-market

Results & conclusions of REACH4Textiles

REACH4Textiles, an exploratory two-year study commissioned by the European 
Commission shows that although the vast majority of our clothes do not contain 
substances of concern, gaps in REACH compliance can be found. 

INTRO
All companies that manufacture, import and/or sell textile products in the European Union must comply with very strict 
chemical regulations to protect our health and environment.

Complying with these regulations is a time-consuming and continuous effort, requiring investments in research 
and innovation, specialised staff and equipment. Ensuring that all companies follow the same rules and 
regulations is key to creating a level playing field!
However, the market is severely distorted by the huge influx of imported textile products from outside the EU, where 
rules tend to be less stringent. Moreover, e-commerce and fast fashion lower the barriers for producers and buyers, 
while customs authorities are understaffed, underfunded, under-trained and under-equipped to monitor all imported 
goods.

Textiles that are sold on the European market do not 
always comply with REACH and may contain harmful 
chemicals. RAPEX reports show that in 2017 clothing 
was the third most important class of non-compliant 
materials after toys and motor vehicles. In 22% of cases, 
the notified risks were related to chemicals. 

In 2012, as part of its Dirty Laundry campaign, Greenpeace 
tested 78 textile materials sold by major international 
brands and found several banned or heavily restricted 
substances, including NPE (nonylphenol ethoxylates). 

While major brands (± 80 companies) have made 
significant progress in phasing out hazardous chemicals, 
they represent only 15% of the global garment production.

The same level of safety and protection requirements should apply throughout the European single 
market, regardless of where a product is manufactured. A uniform and coordinated implementation 
of these rules across the EU, including the control and sanctioning powers of the relevant national 
authorities, should ensure that unfair competitors do not find a loophole to enter the EU through 
countries where they encounter less resistance or laxer regulations.
Market surveillance authorities have to prevent unsafe products from entering the European market and unfair 
competition from companies that disregard the rules. This is a challenging task, especially when it comes to REACH.
Indeed, special tests are needed to prove that a textile material is REACH compliant. Market surveillance also has a 
limited budget and testing can be expensive. But with the right understanding of the textiles, the textile processes and 
the claimed properties, a more targeted approach is possible, leading to a better use of the available resources.  

Therefore REACH4Textiles brought together legislators, market surveillance authorities, control 
labs, the textile and clothing industry, and their representatives to share knowledge on textiles and 
chemicals methodologies to make market surveillance more effective and contribute to a level playing 
field in the textile market. 



sampling & testing
Together with our European partners (Euratex, Textil+Mode, Tessile e Salute, Centrocot), Centexbel purchased 160 
pieces of textiles for chemical analysis in different member states between May 2022 and February 2023.

The items were sampled both online and in fast-fashion clothing shops, outlets and at local markets. 

26 items - or more than 16 % of the tested articles - did not comply with REACH, including baby clothes, 
underwear, swimwear, pyjamas and regular clothing.

The results and findings of REACH4Textiles
REACH4Textiles has outlined the relevant market surveillance authorities for textiles in Europe, potential overlaps and 
cooperation levels between the authorities with a particular focus on the enforcement of textile labelling and textile 
REACH compliance in EU Member States and the EEA, Switzerland and Turkey. 

Legislation
The European Union has the world’s most comprehensive chemical legislation to protect consumers, the 
environment and, theoretically, the competitiveness of responsible companies. The EU chemical legislation is 
constantly evolving, widening its scope and ambition. New restrictions imply new legal obligations and additional 
costs for authorities and sectors such as the European textile value chain.

However, this advanced regulatory framework is not supported by an equally advanced or effective EU-wide 
control system capable of ensuring compliance especially in the case of imported products.

Those small residues of chemicals are not yet an immediate threat to public health, but they are a risk to the 
environment in the long run. The fact that such items get past customs may encourage non-EU suppliers to be 
more lax about the strict rules. It also undermines European textile companies. 

Regulation (EU) 2019/1020 lays down a harmonised framework for market surveillance, complementing 
existing product legislations on the compliance of non-food products in the EU market. Market surveillance is the 
responsibility of the Member States.

The textile sector also faces the challenge of an extremely complex interaction of other regulations (e.g. REACH, 
CLP, BPR, MDR). Together, these regulations have a cumulative effect that must be coordinated by the national 
market surveillance authorities of the Member States.

REACH sets limit values for substances in textiles such as cadmium, chromium, arsenic, lead, polyaromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs) and certain phthalates. The Regulation bans these substances in clothing, footwear, 
accessories and textiles in furniture. The prohibition of these substances is necessary to ensure the safety of 
textiles for the protection of the environment and human health. These substances are used at different stages 
of the textile production life cycle, such as during dyeing, but also during manufacturing and integration, to give 
products specific properties.

POPs Regulation bans or severely restricts the production and use of persistent organic pollutants. Persistent 
organic pollutants (POPs) are toxic chemicals that adversely affect human health and the environment around the 
world.

Every year, about 28 billion garments circulate across Europe, 80% of which are imported from outside 
the EU and its jurisdiction. Inevitably, such huge volumes are a challenge for market surveillance 
authorities who have to ensure that non-compliant dangerous products are kept away from EU citizens.



REACH4Textiles has also conducted two testing campaigns (160 articles were tested by means of 2374 tests)

The project in figures
• Total number of tests performed: 2374
• total number of failed tests: 43
• failure rate: 1.81%
• Total number of tested articles: 160
• total number of non-compliant articles: 26
• failure rate: 16.25%

Countries of origin versus totality of non-compliant articles
• 42.31% China*
• 23.08% unknown
• 1.54% Bangladesh
• 3.85% (Portugal, Pakistan, North Macedonia, Burma, The Netherlands and India)

Other observations
• Highest non-compliance rate on chromium VI, followed by nickel release, phthalates, NPEO, SCCP/MCCP, 

PAH’s, metals, quinoline and carcinogenic amines.
• Non-compliant articles were found in all textile categories (except for bedlinen): babywear, underwear/

swimwear, nightwear, apparel, outerwear & other
• Non-compliant articles were encountered in every type of market: brand shop, fast fashion or retailer, local 

market, online high/low level, online China and outlet center.
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Coloured fabrics (Middle East)

Prints

Plastic, Rubber parts 
(teeth zipper, buckle, button)

Water resistant, repellent fabrics

Textiles with Iron free finish

PU-coated materials/PU prints

PVC-coated materials

Leather

PA/Elastane or mixtures

Wool, recycled wool if dark

Metal parts

Elastic parts

Foam 

Silicone from China

Printed silk

relevant to test

Only test on recycled materials and/or articles produced in countries from the Middle East

Only soft plastic parts

Only coated leather

Only direct skin contact

PES and recycled materials



How can you be sure that the textiles you buy are safe?

Final conclusions
1st test campaign every non-compliant article failed on only one parameter

2nd test campaign more targeted selections based on the input from the 1st test campaign resulted in multiple 
failures per non-compliant article. 

• Risk-based approach is working
• Buy enough material for testing
• The project has defined all higher risk chemicals and product groups
• The tested textiles articles that are OEKO-TEX® certified fulfill all legal requirements

More information: 
Stijn Steuperaert | Centexbel

sst@centexbel.be

European Commission, Directorate General XII
Tender EC Contract no. S12.851459/S12.849063 (101064066)

Look for the  OEKO-TEX® label

During the REACH4Textiles project, Centexbel and partners conducted two test campaigns, from 
which all tested OEKO-TEX® certified products emerged as fully REACH compliant.

The OEKO-TEX® Standard 100 & OEKO-TEX® leather Standard test specifications are annually 
updated to reflect and even anticipate stricter environmental and chemical regulations, 
because the OEKO-TEX®’s strategy has never been to wait for legislation but to act 
proactively in the field of consumer protection.


