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Introduction 
Over recent decades, Europe has outsourced key parts of the textile value 
chain: polymer chemistry, yarn production, fabric formation, and 
chemical finishing. That worked under stable conditions. In a crisis—
pandemic, regional conflict, systemic disruption—the picture changes: 
Europe is more exposed than it needs to be. 

 
Dependence on global upstreams 

The 2020/2021 COVID-19 shock made this visible. Masks and medical nonwovens ran 
short because essential intermediates were concentrated in Asia. Remaining European 
capacity took months to ramp up. The same pattern persists, notably for: 

• Protective and operational clothing for military, police, and emergency services 

• Specialized items such as sleeping bags, tents, composites, and—recently—even 
body bags 

• High-tech components like carbon/glass fibers for drones and fibers for optics 

The common denominator: complex upstream chains increasingly outside European 
control. 
 
Stockpiles: Security—or an illusion? 

Warehouses look reassuring. In a real incident, duration is what counts. 

• Procurement reality: Peacetime tenders are slow and paperwork-heavy. 
Specifications reward formal compliance, not operational fitness. Fast emergency 
switching is hard. 

• Local suppliers sidelined: Rules often favor large foreign vendors, eroding local 
capability—and resilience. Future tenders should explicitly sustain regional 
production networks. 

• Pandemic lessons: Announced “pandemic stockpiles” frequently stayed on 
paper. Turning intent into funded, auditable reserves with clear ownership and 
call-off rights is essential. 
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How fast could capacity be rebuilt? 

Upstream steps—polymer chemistry, spinning, large-scale weaving—are now limited in 
Europe. Rebuilding takes months to years: equipment, materials, logistics, skilled labor, 
leadership. Improvisation helps briefly; it is not a strategy. Without pre-arranged 
capacities, defined emergency playbooks, and coordinated crisis governance, Europe 
remains vulnerable. 
 
Five guiding questions for contingency planning 

1. Plans: Do credible EU/national contingency plans for critical 
textiles exist? 

2. Minimum capacities: What upstream and manufacturing 
baselines must be secured inside the Single Market? 

3. Procurement: How can tenders be crisis-proof—more flexible yet 
transparent and accountable? 

4. Strategic reserves & dual-use: What is the right mix of rotating 
stockpiles and dual-use production? 

5. Coordination: Is a European “Textile Crisis Fund” feasible—akin 
to oil/gas strategic reserves? 

 
Actionable recommendations 

• Secure capacity: Co-fund minimum/standby capability for upstreams 
(polymer, spinning, nonwovens). 

• Reform procurement: Make resilience a scoring criterion; reward 
regional value-add and surge scalability. 

• Real stockpiles: Needs-based, rotating inventories with clear financing 
and call-off mechanisms. 

• Standards & drills: EU-harmonized specifications; regular supply-chain 
stress tests. 

• People & plants: Skills programs and investment support for critical 
machinery parks. 

• Data & monitoring: Transparent dashboards on intermediates, lead 
times, and bottlenecks. 
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Conclusion 
Europe retains world-class know-how—but insufficient autonomy in critical textile 
segments. Resilience is built, not wished into being. With decisive policies, 
strengthened local capacity, and genuine strategic preparedness, a European 
contingency framework for textiles can cut dependencies and secure room for 
maneuver when it matters most. 
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