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[bookmark: _Toc234278753]1. Introduction and the Business Problem
This proposal is based on TexCo, an anonymised name, used here to protect commercially sensitive information common with organisation-based business research, a mid-sized Belgian textile manufacturer, which is an energy-intensive enterprise under the Flemish government's voluntary Energiebeleidsovereenkomst (EBO) framework.
In 2025, the turnover of the Belgian textile industry was EUR 4,88 billion, representing a 2.7% decrease compared to 2024, and the real production volume decreased by 2.9% compared to 2024, and is now 25% lower than in 2021 (Fedustria, 2026). The number of workers employed in the sector declined to 14,570 in 2025, a decrease of 1440 workers, and since about three-quarters of the output is exported, the sector is highly vulnerable to a decline in the demand for its products from its three largest markets in the EU: France, Germany and the Netherlands (Fedustria, 2026). In this context of structural shrinking, TexCo is confronted with a second pressure: the overlap of the EU and Flemish sustainability agendas with each other, without taking sufficient account of the decrease in capacity to absorb compliance costs.
This convergence is described in terms of three regulatory instruments, summarised in Table 1. The EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles introduces ecodesign requirements, a compulsory Digital Product Passport (DPP) and extended producer responsibility (EPR) obligations that are specific to the textiles value chain (European Commission, 2022). Second, the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive requires in-scope companies to disclose Scope 1, 2 and where material, Scope 3 GHGs, but larger customers and value chain partners are increasingly pushing these data requirements down stream to SME suppliers (BDO, 2026). Third, the Flemish EBO 2023-2026 agreement sets an entry barrier for small-scale manufacturers: with a final energy use of 0.1 PJ (or 100 TJ) per year, they will also have to draw up an approved energy plan and, for the largest emitters, a climate roadmap to 2050 (EBO Vlaanderen, 2022); an EBO3 cycle for 2027-2030 is being proposed which would lower this entry barrier to 85 TJ, thus for the first time drawing in smaller manufacturers (Denercon, 2026).

	Instrument
	Governing Body
	Scope / Threshold
	Period
	Key Requirement for TexCo

	EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles
	European Commission
	All textile products placed on the EU market
	Adopted March 2022; actions through 2030
	Ecodesign requirements, Digital Product Passport, extended producer responsibility

	Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (post-Omnibus)
	European Commission / EFRAG
	Mandatory: over 1,000 employees and over EUR 450m turnover
	Large companies report from FY2027; voluntary SME standard from 2026
	Scope 1/2/3 GHG disclosure; TexCo affected indirectly via customer data requests

	Energiebeleidsovereenkomst (EBO) 2023-2026
	Flemish Government / VEKA
	Energy-intensive enterprises using at least 0.1 PJ (100 TJ) final energy per year
	1 January 2023 to 31 December 2026
	Approved energy plan; climate roadmap required for VER (ETS) companies

	Proposed EBO3
	Flemish Government / VEKA
	Threshold proposed to fall to 85 TJ final energy per year
	2027 to 2030 (proposed)
	Brings smaller manufacturers, potentially including TexCo, into scope for the first time


Table 1: Key EU and Flemish Regulatory Instruments Applicable to TexCo (Source: compiled by the author from European Commission (2022), BDO (2026), EBO Vlaanderen (2022) and Denercon (2026).)
It's not just an administrative convergence that's significant. The EBO framework has been evaluated recently, with findings that since 2015, energy intensive Flemish industry has contributed measurably to the regional goals regarding energy efficiency and GHG emissions, but also noted that smaller companies involved with the framework experience a higher administrative burden relative to energy expenditure than large emitters (Vlaams Departement Economie, Wetenschap en Innovatie, 2026). The practical challenge for TexCo is thus one of prioritisation and 'resourcing under constraint': How to fulfil an increasingly complicated and overlapping set of regulatory requirements without taking resources away from the operational efficiency measures needed to stay competitive in a dwindling export market.
[bookmark: _Toc234278754]2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Aim: To explore the possibilities for aligning the emissions-reduction strategy with the combined and overlapping EU and Flemish regulations, without jeopardizing competitiveness of the operation of mid-sized Belgian textile businesses.
Objective 1: To pinpoint the most compliance cost-intensive cross-border regulatory requirements for energy consuming SMEs in the textile sector.
Research Question 1: What will manufacturing managers and sustainability managers perceive to be the most resource consuming regulatory combination between EU and Flemish?
Objective 2: To assess organisational and financial barriers, which limit energy management uptake in this context.
Research Question 2: What are the most important internal barriers that hinder the implementation of structured energy management in energy intensive textile SMEs?
Objective 3: To propose a practical framework for sequencing compliance and emissions-reduction activity.
Research Question 3: What is the sequencing of regulatory compliance and energy efficiency investment that energy-intensive textile manufacturers should consider to minimise resource conflict?
[bookmark: _Toc234278755]3. Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc234278756]3.1 Regulatory Drivers and Their Scope
The EU Strategy for Sustainable and Circular Textiles was adopted in March 2022, and is the first EU industrial strategy to make textiles a priority value chain due to the textiles' footprint in terms of water, land and material consumption compared to other consumer sectors (European Commission, 2022). The ecodesign and Digital Product Passport clauses put the responsibility of design and traceability directly on manufacturers, unlike some previous voluntary industry sustainability programs.
The EU Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) is a pricing mechanism that is assumed by many early-stage practitioners to already be impacting textile manufacturers. This is not to be found in the literature. As confirmed by Bellora and Fontagne (2023), the initial scope of CBAM, formalised in Regulation (EU) 2023/956, is limited to iron and steel, cement, aluminium, fertilisers, hydrogen and electricity; the next step of the inclusion of textiles is not yet confirmed and there is no certain timetable. This is relevant to the research question of TexCo, that the regulatory pressure is not related to carbon border pricing, but to the Textiles Strategy, the CSRD and the EBO framework, and a proposal that mixes the two would erroneously indicate the underlying driver.
The CSRD has been a moving target in itself. It was adopted in 2022, with a view to gradually expanding its scope to listed SMEs and financial holding companies by 2028, but was significantly reduced in scope in the December 2025 Omnibus agreement (Akin Gump, 2025). This narrowing does not take the pressure off smaller suppliers like TexCo as larger customers that are subject to CSRD are still voluntarily asking for Scope 3 supply chain emissions data, as explicitly foreseen by the value-chain provisions in the Directive (European Commission, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc234278757]3.2 Energy Management Adoption Barriers in SMEs
Finance and awareness gaps were found to be the most common obstacles to taking action, exceeding regulatory pressure, and owner or manager attitude and customer demand were identified as the most significant positive factors for adoption of structured environmental and energy practices in a qualitative study on environmental sustainability adoption by SMEs (Durrani et al., 2024). It's a helpful addition to a compliance-only view of TexCo's issue, because regulation by itself might not be enough to spur adoption if they don't focus on internal capability and buy-in from leaders at the same time.
International Standard Organization (ISO) 50001 is the international standard for energy management systems (EMS) which provides a structured Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) framework that is explicitly designed to be scalable to organisations of any size. The EBO's energy thresholds are included in the revised EU Energy Efficiency Directive and to meet this directive, Flemish businesses above these thresholds are more and more expected to keep a certified EMS instead of a one-off energy audit (Denercon, 2026). The evidence sources show that, on average, organisations adopting structured energy management reduce energy use by approximately 12% within 15 months of adopting structured energy management (Oxmaint, 2026), indicating a significant potential energy efficiency dividend for TexCo if the barriers to implementing structured energy management can be resolved.
[bookmark: _Toc234278758]3.3 Sector Emissions Context
Global fashion and textile industry greenhouse gas emissions were around 2.1 billion tonnes of CO2 equivalent in 2018, accounting for around 4% of global greenhouse gas emissions, of which about 70% is generated upstream in fibre and fabric manufacturing, whereas around 30% is generated downstream in retailing and use by consumers (McKinsey & Company, 2024). In the absence of abatement measures, industry emissions saw a forecast increase of some 30% until 2030 (McKinsey & Company, 2024). Another analysis of the sector's climate contribution indicates that the amount of textile production has increased significantly in the last 20 years, making the sector more vulnerable to future regulation, irrespective of the contribution of any individual company (Filho et al., 2022). This upstream accumulation of emissions is relevant to TexCo, as the company's Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions under the GHG Protocol Corporate Standard are concentrated in the upstream segment of the value chain for fabric production and finishing, as opposed to downstream distribution.
At the company level, Beaulieu International Group, a Belgian technical textile and flooring manufacturer, has seen a decrease in its group-wide emissions from 2.7 million tonnes CO2 equivalent in 2021 to 2.4 million tonnes in 2022, while increasing the share of renewable electricity and heat to 12% (Beaulieu International Group, 2023). By 2023, savings were realised at the individual sites in the group at process level, such as a 14% reduction in gas use per m2 produced at one flooring site, and by 2025 Belgian production sites transitioned to fully renewable electricity (Beaulieu Fibres, 2025). This trend, from a similarly sized Belgian manufacturer, which can only be performed under the same regulatory regime as TexCo, does show that meaningful emissions reduction is possible in the sector, but only via multi-year and site-by-site investment, and not as part of any one compliance push.
[bookmark: _Toc234278759]3.4 The Research Gap
In all this literature, the barriers to SME adoption, regulatory scope and timelines and sector-level emissions data, are all well documented separately. What is less explored is what it is like for a single SME manufacturer to experience, and prioritise these pressures when they come not sequentially but simultaneously; a gap this methodology of this project would seek to fill by engaging directly with practitioners within one SME manufacturer.
[bookmark: _Toc234278760]4. Research Methodology and Design
Following the research onion proposed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), methodological choices in this study will be made from assumptions through to specific methods for data collection, summarised in Table 2.

	Research Onion Layer
	Choice Adopted for This Proposal

	Philosophy
	Pragmatism: the research question is practical and decision-oriented rather than aimed at testing a single theoretical position

	Approach to theory development
	Abductive: moving iteratively between the literature on regulatory compliance and emerging data from TexCo

	Methodological choice
	Mixed methods: quantitative energy/emissions data combined with qualitative interview data

	Strategy
	Single case study of TexCo

	Time horizon
	Cross-sectional, incorporating a review of 2021 to 2026 historical energy data

	Techniques and procedures
	Semi-structured interviews; secondary energy and emissions data analysis; documentary analysis of regulatory texts


 Table 2: Research Onion Mapping for This Proposal (Source: framework adapted by the author from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019).)
A pragmatist research philosophy is proposed, because the research question is practical and decision oriented, and not to test one theoretical position, pragmatism allows for a mix of qualitative and quantitative evidence that are best suited to answering the research question (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A mixed methods design is preferred to a purely qualitative or quantitative alternative as recent methodological guidance highlights that the mixed methods design is particularly suited to applied, practitioner facing research questions, where both the numerical trends, and lived experience in the organisation, can play an explanatory role (Jonsson et al., 2025).
A single case study approach (on TexCo) is recommended instead of a multi-company comparative design. This is a conscious compromise; the advantages of that particular case are sacrificed for the depth of access necessary to track how one organisation orders overlapping obligations that's what the research gap identifies. This is because recent methodological literature in the field of applied case study design agrees that when the research question is about process, prevalence, and prioritisation within a bounded setting, then the case study should be used (Alhassan, 2024).
Data collection will be a mix of two elements. Quantitatively, data on internal energy consumption and emissions (2021-2026) for TexCo will be analysed, to set a baseline for EBO and CSRD reporting requirements. Semi-structured interviews will be undertaken qualitatively with the TexCo energy manager, sustainability lead and a member of senior management in order to discuss the current state of priority setting for compliance obligations in comparison to operational investments. Since the population of relevant internal stakeholders is small and specific, purposive sampling is suitable (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Ethical issues have been considered through informed consent for all interview participants, anonymisation of TexCo and individual respondents throughout the interview and in the reporting, and ensuring any energy/financial data used is dealt with in accordance with GDPR requirements in handling all personal data that may be incidentally collected during interviews. Methodological triangulation of the interview data and the quantitative data on energy use and documented regulatory obligations will enhance the credibility and validity as explicitly advised in recent guidance on mixed methods to better support confidence in applied case findings (Jonsson et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc234278761]5. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This study aims to establish the decision-support framework which could sequentially support TexCo's management when dealing with regulatory compliance activity and energy efficiency investment instead of addressing each one separately. A practical prioritisation tool is directly commercially relevant for TexCo and other similar Belgian manufacturers facing the same convergence of obligations, because of the higher percentage of administrative load per unit of energy spend for smaller companies, compared to larger emitters, as is the case in the current EBO framework (Vlaams Departement Economie, Wetenschap en Innovatie, 2026). On a wider level, the study would provide a practical, practitioner-led angle on a body of research which largely views regulatory compliance and the adoption of energy management as distinct research fields, which would help facilitate more realistic policy and consultancy involvement with SME manufacturers as the sector faces a recognised period of decline.
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Source: compiled by the author from Fedustria (2026), as reported in Interior Daily (28 May 2026). Index: 2021 = 100 (peak production volume); 2025 = 75, reflecting the reported 25% decline from the 2021 peak.
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Figure 1: Belgian Textile Industry Real Production Volume,
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