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Abstract 
 
The case focuses on Roba Amiga, a network of organizations devoted to collect, 
select and sell second-hand clothes in Barcelona and its surrounding, with the aim 
of creating jobs for people excluded from the job market as well as contributing to 
mitigating the environmental problem of textile waste. The case traces the history 
of Roba Amiga, leading up to two of the organizations in the network forming a 
Work Integration Social Enterprise and opening a new sorting plan that allowed 
them to grow and gain in efficiency. The case explores the alternatives for further 
growth and examines the advantages and disadvantages for the different 
organizations staying together under a common brand, even though they have 
slightly different priorities. It also leads to discuss the social challenges involved 
in the exporting of clothes to developing countries and to question whether Roba 
Amiga should be more concerned about this fundamental aspect of its business 
model. 
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Introduction 
 
National Public Radio (NPR) in the United States recently tracked down the original 
owner of a 20 year-old T-shirt found in a second-hand clothes market in Kenya. The 
shirt had “Jennifer’s Bat Mitzvah” printed on the front and a name ironed on the 
inside tag. The original owner, Rachel, said she had no idea her shirt would end up 
for sale in a market in Africa after her mother donated it to charity about five years 
agoi. Most of us are unaware of what happens to our unwanted clothes when we get 
rid of them. While we pay close attention to the latest fashion trends, we simply fail to 
realize that clothes can have a life after the waste container:  they can be resold or 
recycled. It is estimated that Britons have clothes worth around $30 billion (at ‘new’ 
purchase price)ii hanging in their wardrobes that have not been worn for over a year. 
Most of these clothes will go to landfillsiii. 

 
For centuries, people used daily clothes until they wore out. “Clothing obsolescence” 
had not been invented. Today, the fast fashion trend has led to growing concerns 
about waste, both pre-consumer and post-consumer waste. Most pre-consumer 
textile waste is now recycled into new raw materials for the automotive, furniture, 
bedding, coarse yarn, home furnishing, paper and other industries. Pre-consumer 
waste only accounts for roughly 35% of total textile waste. The remaining 65% 
consists of post-consumer waste and the volumes are considerable, accounting for 15 
million metric tons per year in Europe and North Americaiv. These articles are 
discarded either because they are worn out, damaged, outgrown, or simply out of 
style. They are sometimes given to charities or sold second-hand but more typically 
end up in municipal landfills, creating a host of environmental problems.  
 
Roba Amiga is a network of non-profit organizations (NPOs) from Catalonia (in the 
northeast of Spain) formed in 2002 with a clear goal: to organize and improve the 
overall management of textile waste by collecting and selling second-hand clothes 
(hereafter: SHCs). By boosting the amount of textile waste managed, the NPOs could 
fulfil their common goals better, namely: (1) to create jobs for people at risk of social 
exclusion; (2) cut the volume of textile waste. Thanks to this joint effort, the Roba 
Amiga had achieved a leading position in the textile collection sector in Catalonia.  

 
In 2006, five of the NPOs participating in this network decided to establish the Roba 
Amiga Co-op to increase their efficiency and capacity to manage textile waste. In 
2012, the volume of used clothes collected was 7,000 metric tons and the co-
operative had a turnover of €5.6 m. These achievements enabled it to create a 
workforce of 152 staff and to boost the amount of textile waste managed by 86.5% 
since 2007. Although the results were admirable, the management team, led by its 
president, Chema Elvira, felt that there was room for improvement in several areas.  

 
Roba Amiga Co-op was only able to manage 5% of the total textile waste generated in 
Catalonia. Humana, the main competitor, managed approximately 3%. It was 
estimated that over 80% of used clothes still ended up in landfills. Over 18,000 jobs 
could be created if enough resources were found to manage all Spain’s textile waste. 
An obstacle for growth could be the diversity of the NPOs forming part of the Roba 
Amiga network, which implied high coordination costs.  

 
The social impact of its exports was another area of concern. Almost 70% of the 
clothes collected were sent abroad — mainly to African countries. Intermediaries 
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dealt with the transport and sale. Roba Amiga did not require its intermediaries to 
share the organization’s social aims. At one of the last General Meetings, some 
members voiced the need to create an export model that expanded the company’s 
social scope, rather than favouring middlemen.  
 
The more Roba Amiga grows, the more it would be able to: (1) find jobs for those on 
society’s fringes; (2) help reduce the environmental problems of textile waste. 
However, continued growth may expose organizational differences in purpose and 
vision, while also highlighting a potential conflict with respect to the export model 
used to make Roba Amiga economically sustainable.   
 

Market overview 

 
The textile industry operates in a linear model of consumption, in which most of the 
products end up in a landfill once consumers throw out their old clothes. In fact, end 
consumers are responsible for most of the textile waste generated (64%), far greater 
than the waste fractions found in the processing (11%), production (23%) and retail 
(1%) stagesv.  In Spain, each person consumes between 7 and 10 kg a year in clothes, 
resulting in approximately 400,000 metric tons a year. This quantity represents 4.4% 
of the total urban waste generatedvi.  
 
Recycling old clothes has clear environmental benefits. According to the Spanish 
Association of Recyclers in the Social and Solidarity Economy, each 100 metric tons 
of clothes recycled saves 50 metric tons of carbon dioxide from being discharged into 
the atmosphere. 

 
In Europe, only 25% of textile waste is collected, while in the US this percentage is a 
mere 15%vii. In Spain, the number is around 20%. Raising the proportion of textile 
waste that is recycled and properly managed is thus a global challenge, facing even 
those countries with a relatively good track record in this field.  

  
The market for SHCs can be classified under four categories, according to the quality 
of the product: 

 
1. Domestic market for re-used clothes. The best quality clothes 

(colloquially called ‘the cream’) can be sold in retail shops in the domestic 
market and Eastern European countries. The potential market for this 
segment is estimated at €29 million in Catalonia with potential customers 
among the middle-aged and young people from middle to low-income 
segmentsviii. 

2. International market for re-used clothes. Medium-quality clothes are 
exported to low-income countries in different regions: Eastern Europe, The 
Middle East, Africa and South-East Asia. This represents by far the biggest 
SHC market. The global clothing trade in this market is valued at over €750 
million a yearix. 25% of global SHC exports go to Sub-Saharan countries. 
According to an Oxfam report, used garments account for over 50% of the 
clothing sector by volume in many Sub-Saharan countries. In some countries 
such as Ghana, 90% of the population buys SHCs, mainly imported from 
Europe.  
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3. Recycled textile market. Lower quality SHC are sold in international 
markets (e.g., Pakistan, India) for recycling. The price is very low as these 
clothes are mixed (cotton, wool, etc.) and sold to manufacturers, which then 
turn them into raw materials for the textile industry. This market has 
remarkable growth potential. Another relatively unexplored market for very 
low quality recycled textiles is transforming them into fibres that can be added 
to manufactured products. Some technologies are under developmentx to allow 
sorting the textiles by composition, shredding them (resulting in fibres), and 
using them in end-products home textiles (curtains, upholstery, carpets). 
Shorter fibres can end-up in non-woven parts for application in personal 
hygiene, insulation and automotive products. Nonetheless, in Spain such 
efforts to close to production loop are still far from fully developed. 

 
A variety of operators manage textile waste in Europe. While the charity/NPO 
channel has served as a repository of used clothing for decades, the field is becoming 
more professionalised, as careful selection and exporting activities are essential for 
the operations. Since this activity can generate profits, large businesses have also 
entered the field. 

  
For instance, the SOEX group from Germany is one of the world’s leading companies 
in the sector. SOEX is a private company with 2,100 staff that operates in 9 countries 
and manages 700 metric tons of used textiles daily. In France, one of the most 
important players in the sector is a social business similar to Roba Amiga: Le Relais, 
which was created 30 years ago to create jobs for the marginalised. In 2012, Le Relais 
collected 90,000 metric tons of used textiles. The growth of its activities allowed Le 
Relais to create over 2,200 jobs. Private operators are also entering the French 
market. In 2013, the Next Textile Association (NTA) was founded as a joint venture 
between SOEX and SITA, a subsidiary of Suez Environment. In the United Kingdom, 
private operators such as Salvatex or LMB operate in this sector. It is quite common 
for these private operators to buy used clothes from NPOs, which often only deal with 
the collection phase.  
 

Beginnings: a common brand 
 

As in many other places, in Catalonia back in the 70s and 80s, it was quite common 
for people to bring their used clothes to churches and charities, where they were 
collected by volunteers and donated to poor people after a basic selection process. All 
these operations were very informal and small- in scale.  

 
In the early 90s, representatives from Cáritas in Barcelona (one of the biggest 
charities in the city) considered that the activity could be made more productive and 
decided to create the foundation Formació i Treball (“Training and Work”) with the 
goal of offering training and work integration activities for people excluded from the 
job market. Other NPOs also started using the collection and sales of SHCs as a way 
to create jobs for those type of people who might otherwise be marginalised and/or to 
finance the NPO’s social activities.  

 
The Roba Amiga Program was launched in 2002, supported by public (The Catalan 
Waste Agency) and private institutions (the savings bank Catalunya Caixaxi and 
Cáritas Catalonia). The foundation from Catalunya Caixa led the initiative in the 
beginning, providing financial support to launch the program and co-ordinate the 
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activities among its members (for example, the marketing activities and the 
purchasing of containers). The program aimed to unite textile waste NPOs under a 
common brand and offer them the basic resources to improve their management 
systems. While the NPOs had different characteristics, all of them sought to create 
more jobs by implementing a better textile waste collection and management system. 

 
In 2012 the Roba Amiga Program had 19 members and it collected around 9,000-
10,000 metric tons of used clothes in Catalonia. Although the Roba Amiga NPOs 
shared a common brand, the same design for SHC collection containers (see Image 
1), and general best practices, each organization had its own collection and 
management system, and its own service  area for collecting used clothes. One of the 
bases of the agreement was defining the boundaries of the areas (neighbourhoods 
and towns) allocated to each member of the Program.   

 
Image 1: Roba Amiga container 

 

 
 
The program had very crude data consolidation systems. It was thus impossible to 
know with precision how many tons had been collected and the total number of jobs 
created through its activities. At any rate, the program allowed the organizations to 
increase the collection of clothes (even if no figures were available), increase 
awareness of textile waste among the population, and build a recognisable brand.  
 
 

The Roba Amiga Co-op: an entrepreneurial vision 
 
In 2006, Catalunya Caixa decided that the moment had come to step back and 
transfer the legacy of the program to its own members. A debate was opened for all 
members to decide how the brand and the activity could be maintained. After some 
discussion, only five organizations were interested in taking the next step and in 
forming a separate entity in the form of a shared services co-op to keep the project 
running: the Roba Amiga Co-op. These organizations were already managing around 
65-70% of the clothes collected by the total number of organization in the program, 
while the remaining 14 organizations made up the rest. 

 
According to Chema Elvira, not all the NPOs had the same entrepreneurial vision nor 
shared the same principles and values. Some continued being run as charities while a 
few were based mainly on volunteer activities. Such NPOs saw no advantage in 
becoming part of a bigger entity — which would require a market-based approach 
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instead of the traditional clothing donation model. On the other hand, for some other 
NPOs, textile waste management was neither a priority nor even their main activity in 
their overall portfolio of work integration initiatives. For these organizations, the 
investment and commitment were not worthwhile and thus they decided not to join 
the Co-op. 

 
After some haggling, the Co-op agreed that NPOs that had opted out of the new Co-op 
project (but had been part of Roba Amiga to date) could continue using the Roba 
Amiga brand if they met certain criteria, such as job creation as a mission driver and 
maintainance of a competitive position in the territory by offering municipalities a 
good service. Offering a good service meant frequent collections from clothes 
containers, keeping the containers clean and in working orderxii, promoting and 
participating in environmental campaigns, and maintaining good relations with the 
municipalities. As Chema Elvira points out: “this aspect is critical to maintaining a 
competitive position and not losing market share against our main competitor: 
Humana.” 

 
The five organizations that became members of the new Co-op continued to operate 
as independent entities, each with its own textile-processing centre. Each 
organization also had its own shops to sell SHCs (see Image 2) and its own 
agreements with intermediaries to export SHCs. 
 
 

Image 2: One of Roba Amiga’s shops 
 

 
   
Table 1 shows the main indicators for each one of the organizations taking part in the 
Roba Amiga Co-op in year 2013. The five member organizations all have the same 
number of shares and take part in the management through the General Assembly, 
the Steering Committee, and other committee meetings. The management of 
functional areas is shared between those organizations with a higher volume of 
activity. For important decisions, unanimity is needed and the views of all five 
organizations are always considered in reaching an agreement. 
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Table 1. Key figures of the five NPOs forming Roba Amiga Co-op 

ORGANIZATIO
N 

WORKERS
* 

RETAI
L 
SHOPS 

CONTAINER
S 

METRIC 
TONS 
MANAGE
D 

% 
MET. 
TON
S 

MUNICIPALITIE
S 

Formació i 
Treball E.I. 

41 7 500 2,828 37.1% 135 

Adad l’Encant 35 2 408 1,700 24.3% 85 

Solidança 17 6 291 1,246 21.4% 44 

Troballes 17 5 181 779 10.7% 89 

Recibaix 4 2 63 432 6.4% 6 

TOTAL 114 22 1,443 6,985 100% 354 

*Counting only those working in the clothing processes (collection, transport, sorting and 
retailing). It excludes employees working in the remaining activities of these organizations. 

Source: Roba Amiga. Data for 2013 

   
 

The Roba Amiga Work Integration Social Enterprise: scaling 
up 

 
As the Co-op’s activity grew, some members were getting worried. One member 
expressing concern was Formació i Treball, which was collecting and managing the 
biggest volume of textile waste. The foundation’s facilities had become too small to 
manage an ever-growing volume of SHCs. A new integrated sorting and management 
plant was needed. 

 
In 2011, Fundació i Treball was given a €450,000 donation by the Spanish 
multinational clothing company Inditex and a loan for a similar amount from the 
Momentum Project (a program led by the Bank BBVA and ESADE Business School, 
which provided training and finance to scale-up established social enterprises) to 
fund a new plant at Sant Esteve Ses Rovires, a village 25 miles from Barcelona. The 
size of the new plant and the incorporation of new technology greatly boosted the 
capacity to manage textile waste.  

 
Both the clothing company Inditex and the Catalan Waste Agency supported the 
initiative as way of reducing the environmental impact of textile waste. In fact, the 
new plant slashed the rejection fraction of collected textiles (which end up in 
landfills) from almost 50% in 2009 to just 7% in 2013. The new processes were more 
cost-efficient, cutting the management overhead from €5/kg to €0.47/kg. According 
to Chema Elvira:  

 
“This level of efficiency is fairly similar to that obtained by private operators in 
Europe. We still have some room for improvement, as we can reduce our costs to 
€0.25/kg. But for that we need to boost volume.” 

 
Two of the Co-op members, ADAD l’Encant and Troballes, did not join this venture 
as they already had their own plants in the areas they operated in: Olot (112 km from 
Barcelona) and Lleida (163 km from Barcelona), respectively. Moving their activities 
to a new plant — though sound from economic and efficiency standpoints — implied 
cutting the number of jobs in their territory. Another member of the co-op, 
Solidança, had initially shown interest in joining the project but in the end decided 
not to. According to Julio Alvarez, manager of the new plant, “other members from 
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the original program were not interested either: they are very linked to their 
territory, their activity has a direct relationship with people in a particular area, 
and relocating the plant to a place, even if it is 30Km away… they did not accept it. 
They saw it as breaking up their organization”. 

 
As a result, only Formació i Treball and Recibaix (both of them sited in the Barcelona 
Metropolitan Area) set up a new work integration social enterprise (a legal form 
recognized in Spanish regulation)xiii — Roba Amiga Work Integration Social 
Enterprise (Roba Amiga-WISE) — to jointly operate the new plant for sorting and 
managing SHCs. The two founding organizations continued to exist as independent 
work integration companies engaged in other activities (and owned by non-profit 
organizations) and divided the ownership of the new enterprise in this way: 83% of 
the shares for Formació i Treball and 10% for Recibaix. The Roba Amiga Co-op 
(which also continued to exist) held the remaining 7% of the shares as symbolic 
acknowledgement of its earlier work. Nonetheless, it was established that a 90% vote 
was needed to carry strategic and key decisions. By the end of 2013, the company had 
been able to create 37 new jobs and it expected to create a further 150 jobs over the 
following 5 years. Figure 1 shows the various entities making up Roba Amiga at its 
different levels. 
 
 

Figure 1. Relational diagram between the Program, the Co-op and the WISE 

 

 
  

Roba Amiga 
Program 

(19 NPOs) 

Roba Amiga 
Co-op 

(5 entities) 

Roba Amiga-
WISE 

(2 entities + 
Roba Amiga 

Co-op) 
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Competition 
 

Roba Amiga’s main competitor in the textile waste management industry in Catalonia 
is Humana-People to People (Humana), which in 2013 collected 7,000 metric tons of 
SHCs (compared with 9,000 metric tons collected by the 19 NPOs which are part of 
the Roba Amiga Program). The competition between the two organizations is tough 
since they fight for the critical support in the collection process such as 
municipalities, hospitals, universities, and other institutions, who give them 
permission to install containers onsite. Some other organizations, mainly charities or 
informal groups, are not even considered competitors, as their activities are small 
compared to these two organizations.  

 
While Roba Amiga’s activities are limited to Catalonia, Humana is a multinational 
federationxiv with activities in Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia. Humana’s 
Federation is registered in Switzerland and the international headquarters is in 
Zimbabwe. 

 
The social models of these two organizations differ greatly. The main driver of Roba 
Amiga is creating job opportunities for people at risk of social exclusion in Catalonia.  
By contrast, Humana—registered in Spain as a NPOD (Non-Profit Organization for 
Development)—uses the profits from its activities for funding co-operation projects in 
various countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, South America and Asia. Humana’s goals 
are to foster education, capacity building and progress in the beneficiary 
communities. Members of Roba Amiga were critical of the Humana model. The 
president of Recibaix said: 

 
“What I had understood is that Humana puts 10% if its turnover to projects in 
Africa. But this is very opaque. It is difficult to know what they do with it; what they 
devote to projects and what is business; what is real and what is not real. I am no 
one to question, but I think each entity in Roba Amiga is better than Humana. That’s 
what I think. Even if we are all dealing with old clothes.”   

 
According to data provided by Humana, the turnover was almost €17 million in 
2012and it earmarked almost €2 million to fund social projects (11.7% of the 
turnover)xv. However according to a report by the Barcelona Metropolitan Areaxvi, 
Humana’s turnover was €6 million in 2003 and it set aside €60,000 for social 
projects (1% of the turnover). 

 
While the operational activities of Roba Amiga and Humana are quite similar (both 
have comparable collection processes and both have retail shops to sell their best 
quality clothes), Chema Elvira points out significant differences regarding the 
environmental model: 

 
“Our integral waste management system addresses our environmental concern to 
slash the fraction of clothes ending up in the rubbish. By contrast, Humana does not 
have the same environmental policy, because they have not implemented a similar 
integral waste management system here (in Catalonia). They only perform the first 
selection here and the remaining selection process is done in Africa (in 
Mozambique). That means that they send the rejection fraction to Africa, so they 
send waste from here to poor countries.” 
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Roba Amiga’s mission and legal form 

 
The recent creation of Roba Amiga-WISE by Formació i Treball and Recibaix did not 
imply any change in the original mission of the Roba Amiga Co-op and earlier the 
Roba Amiga Program, which remains as: 

 
“Separate collection of used clothing, linen, shoes and other textile waste for its 
recovery and recycling through an efficient business model that promotes the 
integration of people.” 
Work integration social enterprises are commercial enterprises that have to meet 
certain conditions. Catalonia’s Labour Act requires them to draw between 30% and 
70% of their workers from socially vulnerable groups (they are usually assigned by 
the municipalities’ Social Services Department). Additionally, staff with a job creation 
contract may not be contracted for longer than three years. The idea is to give these 
workers skills and experience to improve their chances of getting a normal job. This is 
a complex process that requires monitoring each individual’s progress and forging 
links with the private sector to identify job vacancies. Both aspects imply considerable 
overhead costs for the WISE. This is why the regional administration partially 
subsidises the wages of these workers. Of the total Roba Amiga-WISE staff, thirty 
come from socially vulnerable groups (44% of the total workforce).  
 
 

The value chain 
 

Roba Amiga-WISE is involved in a value chain comprising various labour-intensive 
activities, classified as clothes donation, collection and transport, sorting, 
distribution, and marketing/recycling (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Value chain 

 
The first step consists of placing containers at points where people can toss in their 
used clothes. The containers are sited in public areas (with prior permission from the 
city councils) and private sites (such as hospitals, educational institutions, shopping 
centres, petrol stations). In the latter case, Roba Amiga directly deals with private 
organizations and enterprises. 

  
In 2013, the members from the Roba Amiga Program were present in over 350 
municipalities in Catalonia. Additionally, fashion companies (e.g., Inditex and 
Mango) donated out-of-season clothes to Roba Amiga-WISE, which removes the 
labels from garments and sells them in their retail shops.  

 
Because collection of the largest volume of clothes as possible is a critical factor, Roba 
Amiga-WISE signed an agreement with Barcelona Council to start door-to-door 
collection. Citizens from Barcelona can call the municipality’s general information 

Clothes 

donation 

Collection 

and 

Transport 

Sorting Distribution 
Marketing / 

recycling 
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telephone number to ask for collection of their clothes. The municipality services 
send the request to Roba Amiga, which then picks up the clothes from the donor’s 
home. This project started in October 2012 and the results have been fairly good. A 
total of 8,103 requests have been received to date and 267 metric tons of used clothes 
were picked up during the first year (this amounted to 13.7% of the used clothes 
collected in the city of Barcelona). Although the door-to-door collection costs are 
higher, the quality of the clothes donated is also better than those thrown into 
containers. 

 
Each member of Roba Amiga has its own truck and van fleet to transport clothes 
from the containers to the processing centres where they manage textile waste. Once 
the clothes arrive there, foreign materials (plastic, papers, etc.) are discarded and 
clothes are placed into various categories and qualities. The biggest and newest plant 
is the one located in Sant Esteve Ses Rovires and managed by Formació i Treball and 
Recibaix (Images 3 and 4). Setting up this plant was the reason these two 
organizations had decided to form Roba Amiga-WISE and for which they had 
received an important loan.  
 



oikos free case collection 

 

13 
 

Image 3: Roba Amiga-WISE’s new plant 

 
 

Image 4: Workers in the new plant 

 
 

 
The operating costs are €0.22/kg for collection and transportation and €0.45/kg for 
sorting. For the new plant to work at full steam, an important increase in volume of 
textile waste is needed. Then, the operating costs could drop to €0.25/kg in total. As 
Chema Elvira noted, these efficiency gains could also open up new possibilities for the 
company:  
 
“We could start buying original clothes [i.e. second-hand clothes without any 
previous sorting process] from other organizations, something that we cannot do 
right now because we would lose money. So cutting operating costs would lead to 
more job creation, which is our goal”.  
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The price for original clothes (i.e. clothes prior to sorting) almost doubled over the 
last four years due to greater scarcity of second-hand clothes and steady growing 
demand —mainly because of the economic crisis. Detailed costs and prices are set out 
in Table 2.  

 
Table 2. Operating cost and price markets for second-hand clothes 

Process  Price (in 
Euros) 

Collection and transport costs  0.20 – 0.24 
/kg 

Roba Amiga current sorting costs  0.45 /kg 

Roba Amiga expected sorting 
costs 

0.25 /kg 

Original clothes (sale price) 0.55 /kg 

Clothes resold in stores 2.00 -25.00/kg 

Exported clothes for reusing 0.30 – 1.60 
/kg 

Exported clothes for recycling 0.05 – 0.15 /kg 
Source: Compilation based on information supplied by Roba Amiga 

 
The last step in the value chain is distribution and marketing of the various types of 
clothes at the end of the sorting process. There are three channels: 

 
1. Distribution to shops. The best quality clothes are distributed to Roba 

Amiga’s shops, where the shop manager fixes the prices. The Co-op has not 
adopted a general pricing policy, as it considers that shop managers are the 
ones who know best how much potential customers are willing to payxvii. 
Nearly 3% of the clothes sorted are sold through the retail channel but this 
represents 35% of the value of sales (see Table 3 for further details on sales in 
each channel). 

2. Distribution to international markets of second-hand clothes. More 
than 80% of the clothes collected are in good enough condition to be exported 
as second-hand garments for markets such as Africa or Eastern Europe. Roba 
Amiga exports to some African countries (Cameroon, Guinea, Mali, and 
Senegal), Eastern Europe (Romania), and the Middle East. In the exporting 
process, Roba Amiga deals with wholesalers, who pay in advance for the value 
of clothes and transport. Prices vary depending on the demands made by 
wholesalers and sales export representatives (quantities, quality, categories, 
etc.) but are normally fixed between €0.3 /kg and €1.6/kg.  

3. Distribution to international markets of recycled textile. Roba Amiga 
exports clothes that can be recycled into raw materials to countries such as 
India and Pakistan. This textile waste can be used in the recycling industry for 
the manufacturing of threads, stuffing and other subproducts. Prices for this 
category range from €0.05 to €0.15 /kg. 
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Table 3. Roba Amiga-WISE’s sales in volume and value by sales channel 

 
 

Source: Compilation based on information supplied by Roba Amiga 
 
After the collection and sorting process, 7% of the textiles are still left over that 
cannot be reused or recycled and end up as landfill. This is a significant improvement 
from 2009, when almost 50% was landfilled. That improvement also has a significant 
impact on the bottom line, as Roba Amiga has to pay €57 for each metric ton that 
ends up in a landfill.  
 
Regarding the export model, Chema Elvira admits that it does not include a social 
function since their objective is primarily to create jobs for socially excluded people in 
the areas where the organizations originally started. The Co-op has tried to work on 
this aspect on several occasions but to no avail: 

 
“Since we began our activity there has been an interest in implementing an export 
model that integrates social criteria as well. For us this is a weakness and it worries 
us.”  

 
Attempts were made in the past to improve the export model, including: (1) hiring a 
local person in Morocco to do market research on creating a social market channel for 
second-hand clothes in North Africa; (2)identifying NPOs in developing countries 
that could make a positive social impact . Solidança, one of the NPOs in the Roba 
Amiga Co-op, started a development project with a women’s association in Gambia 
through the sale of SHCs and the production of textile handicrafts. As Isabel Gimeno, 
from Solidança, admits: “it is a very small percentage of our clothes … Gambia is 
small, and the main activity of this project is not the sale of clothes, but education 
and training… the idea is that the clothes we send are sufficient for them to function, 
to become self-sustainable”xviii. 
 
These initiatives have not changed the export model, as Chema Elvira noted:  
 
“NPOs in Africa with whom we share our social values normally have different 
goals and implementing a commercial model is something beyond their capabilities. 
They must professionally compete in the market and they are not ready for that. We 
strongly depend on commercial middle-men that can guarantee on-going 
purchasing”. 
  

 Sales channel Value Volume 

 € % Kgs. % 

Retail shop 925,000 35% 85,000 2.94% 

Export-reusing 1,700,000 64% 2,500,000 86.51% 

Export-

recycling 

29,000 1% 305,000 10.55% 
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The challenges  
 

The investment Roba Amiga-WISE made in the new garment recycling plant offers 
good opportunities for growth. Growth would bring two benefits. The first is that 
greater volume could cut operating costs and raise cost-efficiency. Second, by 
increasing the volume of used textiles recycled, Roba Amiga-WISE could create new 
jobs and thus fulfil its social mission better. Reaching the goal to bring down 
operating costs to around €0.25 for each kilogram of recycled garments might allow 
Roba Amiga-WISE to buy original clothes which would further boost business 
volume. To reach this objective, the garment recycling plant would have to manage 
6,000 metric tons a year —almost 4,000 metric tons more than now. Roba Amiga-
WISE has to make some strategic decisions to face this new stage. There might be 
different options to fuel this growth, but some of them present drawbacks. Which one 
(or which combination of options) should be given priority? 

 
First, Roba Amiga-WISE could establish stronger partnerships with the remaining 
members from the original Roba Amiga Program to bring them closer into the project 
and offer them a clothes-sorting service. Right now, most of these NPOs have waste 
management systems that are markedly less cost-efficient than those found in the 
new garment recycling plant. These NPOs could gain an additional margin to be used 
for their social mission. In this sense, Roba Amiga-WISE could act as a provider of 
services to the remaining NPOs, creating a win-win partnership. However, the recent 
creation of the Roba Amiga-WISE by Formació i Treball and Recibaix has led to 
some of the other NPOs in the Program to become a bit distant. Some do not share an 
entrepreneurial spirit and rather than focusing on growth, which would create jobs in 
a plant that is far from their area of origin, they prefer a social orientation rooted in 
their surrounding communities. The different level of professionalization has also 
created a gap that sometimes hinders strategic partnerships. Chema Elvira is 
convinced that the growth strategy requires ever-greater organizational excellence in 
order to build partnerships also with the private and public sectors. But, should he 
and the two NPOs that formed Roba Amiga-WISE devote time and resources to 
persuade other NPOs to join the path of growth and professionalization? 

 
Second, Roba Amiga (in its different levels) could also be more aggressive in trying to 
win market share from Humana, its main competitor. This means making or 
renewing agreements with municipalities and private partners to place the waste 
containers, and making sure collection is done periodically and containers kept in 
good state. While some members of Roba Amiga (i.e. Formació i Treball) are willing 
to take a more competitive stance, other members are either unequal to the task.  
Even if “municipalities see it with good eyes to have a social enterprise collecting 
clothes” (as mentioned by the president of Recibaix), they could choose Humana. 
This could happen if the NPO belonging to Roba Amiga in that zone is not providing a 
good service.   
 
Another option could be to expand the activities of Roba Amiga-WISE to new areas 
beyond Catalonia where there is little scope for growth in their current areas given 
that the territory has already been parcelled out to the various entities in the Roba 
Amiga Program (unless territory is taken from Humana or from the least proactive 
organizations in the program). Thanks to its greater cost-efficiency of the new 
garment recycling plant, Roba Amiga-WISE could perform the integral sorting 
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process for organizations operating in the rest of Spain and Southern France (where 
there are currently no similar plants).  

 
A fourth option might be to establish closer partnerships with fashion firms operating 
in the Barcelona area (e.g., Inditex, Mango, Desigual, etc.). These companies churn 
out large amounts of textile waste (stock ends or out-of-season items), some of which 
they already donate to Roba Amiga-WISE (these donations make up roughly 5% of 
the total garments collected). On the financial side, donations are tax-deductible and 
the fashion companies save the costs of waste management. For Roba Amiga-WISE, 
it also has major benefits, as these garments are products that can be sold in their 
retail shops. One option for Roba Amiga might be to lobby (together with 
environmental groups) for new regulations that make textile companies pay to 
dispose of waste (as in other industries or in France where is a textile eco-tax of one 
or two cents for garment to benefit groups engaged in collection and recyclingxix). 
While the benefits for Roba Amiga are clear — obtaining a new source of income for 
managing textile waste —there is also the risk that higher profits would spur private 
operators to enter the market (as happened in France). So far, Roba Amiga has 
rejected this option, as stated by Chema Elvira:  
 
“Creating protected markets devalues you as a player in the eyes of the private 
sector. We must show that we are an agent that adds value and is useful for the 
textile industry. This requires a professional approach, which allows us to develop 
stronger partnerships with the private sector”. 
 
Indeed, the model followed by Roba Amiga-WISE has been to seek the direct support 
of leading textile companies so that these can make their businesses sustainable while 
avoiding the need for new taxes. Although this collaboration creates benefits for both 
parties, should Roba Amiga change its strategy and push for a textile eco-tax that 
takes into account the environmental costs caused by the textile and fashion sector 
and acknowledges the social and environmental contribution made by NPOs like 
those belonging to Roba Amiga?  

 
Fifth, there is some interest in improving and aligning Roba Amiga’ export model 
with Roba Amiga’s social mission. For some, the social and environmental benefits 
performed in other stages of the value chain outweigh this possible concern. The new 
garment recycling plant facilitates better selection of clothes and thus exports that 
meet customers’ demands (wholesalers). For others, this only increases a possible 
social problem that cannot be ignored, even if it is far away. Still, it is not clear that 
the trade of SHCs to developing countries in, for example, Sub-Saharan Africa has a 
negative impact. Roba Amiga-WISE could consider developing a network of sales 
export representatives to improve its export model, make it less dependent on 
wholesalers, and introduce social considerations. But does this mean expanding the 
original social mission into unfamiliar areas beyond the competencies and 
responsibilities of the organization? Alternatively, should Roba Amiga establish some 
criteria for its wholesalers to ensure some sort of responsible SHC exporting?  What 
could be such criteria? How should it go about doing this? 

 
Last but not least, Roba Amiga could take advantage of the tendency towards a 
sharing (or collaborative) economy facilitated by smart phone technology, to increase 
the number of SHC being swapped, sold and donated. Platforms such as Vinted 
(present in 8 countries), Twice (present in 4 countries) and Yerdle (US only, and not 
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limited to clothes) already make it easier for people to get rid of clothes and other 
objects thus reducing overconsumption and landfill use. These enterprises are 
economically sustainable by getting a percentage of the value of what is exchanged, 
but also represent a cultural shift by which people attach less value to the 
accumulation of stuff and are more willing to share (or exchange) their cars, parking 
lots, houses, tasks and knowledge. Should Roba Amiga imitate and adapt these 
models and technologies to complement its retail shops and its current collecting, 
sorting and exporting activities? 
 
Having seen these alternatives, the example of Roba Amiga shows that social 
entrepreneurship ventures are clearly interrelated with market and social forces 
influencing the business model which cannot be neglected. For instance, the case 
describes how network-based solutions (among different NPOs) do not lead to 
optimizing the operational efficiency level of the waste management plant. How can 
social entrepreneurship ventures face this imbalance between a collaboration strategy 
and the level of efficiency?  
 
On the other hand, by its own nature social entrepreneurship ventures have a clear 
positive intent. However, it will be appropriate to ask whether and how potential 
negative externalities from these initiatives should be considered and managed. 
Should social value analysis methods and reporting systems be integrated in a more 
systematic way to better inform the stakeholders from social ventures about all their 
social and environmental benefits and externalities? Should social enterprises 
prioritize a well-defined social goal or should they also ensure consistency of the 
social and environmental impact throughout the entire value chain? 
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