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Reflections on the sustainability aspects of the PPE supply 

chains/reusability/circular economy 

The EU Commission has rightly recognized the PPE and textile Care sector as a main sector for the potential 

of the circular economy. Taking into account the potential that lies in the reuse of textiles in both the B2B 

and B2C sector we want to stress that not only the value chains in production and the consumption of 

raw materials are important for the sustainability of certain products but that the usage cycle is of utmost 

importance. With respect to textiles, this is where the greatest sustainability potential lies. In addition, 

the current COVID-19 crisis has put pressure on policy makers to balance between sustainability goals and 

availability of masks, which influenced their decision to consider disposable solutions as a quick and 

available solution despite availability of reusable solutions. In this document, SBS and ECOS would like to 

provide information about sustainability aspects of the PPE and Textile Care and discuss practical steps 

towards including circularity in PPE legalisation and standardisation. 

1. Reusable masks and European manufacturers 

The recent COVID-19 crisis has exposed the limited capacity of Europe’s safety equipment manufacturers. 

Although demand for PPE products surged to unprecedented level that global capacity was not prepared 

for, Europe’s dependency on the global value chain showed its fragility and threatened the security and 

wellbeing of its citizens. The apparent dependency on disposable masks also brought up discussions on 

reusable solutions. The consistent use of reusable solutions can make a significant contribution to 

achieving the EU's climate policy goals as well secure the local supply with PPE.  

However, the European Commission took a balanced approach between costs and crises needs. 

Throughout its public joint procurement, the Commission concentrated on disposable (medical) masks to 

respond to the crisis. However, reusable filtering masks that are manufactured based on harmonised 

European Standard EN 140 and EN 143 were available, mostly from European SME manufacturers. The 

following table provides a summary of standardised filter masks. 

Mask Type Standard Filtering 

efficiency 

Life Span Cost (Euro) 

Filtering Facepiece EN 149 FFP2 94% 1 shift (8 hours) 1.5 

EN 149 FFP3 99% 1 shift (8 hours) 2.5 
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Elastomer and 

techno-polymers 

filter ½ mask 

EN 140 + 

EN 143 

99.95% Filter: up to 6 

months 

Mask: 10 years* 

19 

EN1827 99.95% Filter: up to 6 

months 

Mask: 10 years* 

 

Medical mask EN 14683 N/A  Disposable 
[1]FFP refers to “filtering facepiece” 

FFP2 mask Elastomer/ techno-polymers filter ½ masks 

  

Fig 1. Illustration of disposable FFP2 masks vs. reusable Elastomer and techno-polymers filter ½ masks 

Reusable filtering masks can be considered more sustainable as well as more cost-effective when counting 

the costs per use. Since they comply with EN 140 and EN 143 standards, they can also be placed on the 

market quickly and ensure safety for consumers, while incorporating and promoting circular economy 

within the EU. 

2. Textile Services 

Obviously, textiles not produced are the most sustainable ones. The second-best option is to keep 

produced textiles in the cycle for as long as possible. Since textile services companies rent their textile 

products to customers there is an economic incentive to keep their acquired textiles in the process for as 

long as possible. They do so by investing in textile products that have the longest lifecycle.  

With regard to PPE clothing, the safety of the user is of course a top priority. However, the safety functions 

are mainly achieved through the material and the finishing of the textile. That does not always go hand in 
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hand with environmental and health protection during production. That is why we focus on longevity 

through repairability of textiles. 

PPE clothing must be repairable again. We are facing a situation where PPE clothing can no longer be 

repaired due to complicated cuts, material mixes and non-replaceable, fashionable accessories (e.g. 

reflective piping). With increasingly lighter, multi-standard fabrics, the users feel safe and use the PPE for 

unsuitable activities and the textile wears out and gets damaged quickly and more often. PPE must not 

become a disposable item, as we have observed with surgical textiles throughout Europe. 

Since the textile services sector also has to react to fluctuating needs of their customers (SMEs as well as 

large-scale industry), the textile service SMEs purchase the PPE mainly from local European manufacturers 

that are able to deliver on short notice and with the same product lines. This also gives European 

manufacturers the opportunity to develop innovative and high-quality textiles and to produce them in a 

deep, transparent, and well-known value chain.  

In addition, all regulations, guidelines, standards, and technical reports refer to the cleaning, 

maintenance, and repair of PPE. These aspects of the service, however, are completely unregulated. We 

want to encourage the Commission and the standardisation bodies to take action in areas where a sector, 

mainly driven by SMEs, has already a well-developed business model which incorporates principles of 

reuse, repair, recycle and a shared economy. We support the development of standards that incorporates 

materiality aspects such as durability, reusability, and recyclability.  

The environmental impact of "textile services" of PPE and other products has a significant benefit versus 

disposables in several product areas such as PPE, surgical drapes and gowns or hand drying systems, and 

many other products – in contrast to disposable products such as paper towels, disposable drapes and 

gowns or products which cannot be reprocessed properly. 

Circular economy is an effective way to achieve both environmental sustainability and economic 

wellbeing. Whereas global value chains have demonstrated to produce huge negative impacts in terms of 

waste and CO2 emissions, local SMEs that rent and reprocess goods have a big potential to generate 

positive environmental and socio-economic externalities. 

Conclusion 

The EU response to the COVID-19 crisis should now move to more strategic and proactive role - i.e. 

including reusable PPE in public procurement, and better coordination with Member states and 

standardisation organisations. For that, there is a need to strengthen the local supply chains to make 

Europe more independent in crisis. PPE, workwear, and medical devices are strategically important for 

Europe and we need a strategic vision from the EU. The Commission should see PPE as a strategic sector 

and act accordingly to promote circularity and reduce the dependency on global supply chains. 
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Therefore, the regulatory framework, standards and public procurement policies should be conducive to 

circular economy: 

Regulation and standardisation: 

• implement aspects of circular economy wherever possible into regulations 

• product standards should, wherever possible, include and precisely describe requirements 

regarding the reusability and longevity of products during their life cycle for all stakeholders along 

the value chain 

• standards should contain suitable technical specifications to be recyclable, wherever products are 

available which can be recycled 

• encourage better design for repairability, durability and lifetime optimisation by developing 

standards with respective requirements 

• Guidelines for including circular economy aspects into the work of the CEN PPE TCs and WGs 

• Reviewing EN 13688 in terms of including circular economy aspects as well as making the products 

as circular as possible 

• Including Eco-Design for PPE garment as a requirement for increasing the circularity and longer 

use of the products 

Public procurement: 

• public procurements to include principles of sustainability, reusability and circular economy and 

focusing on product-as-a-service rather than the products only 

• procurement processes should encourage resource efficient business models such as 

servitisation, take-back and buy-back 

• purchase products which require less energy for washing and drying during their life cycle 

• purchase products which are more durable in use and ensure a longer protective function and 

they are repairable 

• contract service providers for PPE, medical devices, and other products, which minimise energy 

used for reprocessing and maintain PPE in order to extend their lifetime 

• contract service providers which maximise the potential for reuse of products and recycling at the 

end of life 


