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Editorial
elcome to the first issue of Apparel 
Insider, a new industry publication 

and news portal where the focus is on 
two broad, closely connected issues in the 
global textile and apparel industry. 

The first of these issues is sustainability. 
Operate in a more sustainable manner 
or face long-term extinction - that’s the 
simple equation facing apparel brands 
and retailers at the present time. While 
the apparel industry has improved its 
performance massively on sustainability 
issues in the past decade, the CSR and 
environmental challenges it faces in its 
global supply chains remain as fierce as 
ever. In some cases things are actually 
getting worse, despite what our industry’s 
most ardent cheerleaders might tell us.

At Apparel Insider we recognise there 
are some wonderful environmental and 
CSR initiatives in this sector, and will 
celebrate them accordingly. But in so 
many areas, scale is painfully absent. 
This scaling, so often the missing 
ingredient, is also a leap into the 
unknown. Moreover, if sustainability 
were a book, our industry is only on 
chapter one.

Our second focus is on finance. The 
economic and financial issues within 
our industry are simply too irresistible 
to ignore right now. We are currently 
witnessing a seismic shift in apparel 
purchasing habits as sales move from 
the high street to the internet. Supply 
chains are changing shape as brands and 
retailers consider near sourcing. Fast 

fashion is in danger of being usurped by 
ultra fast fashion. 

And Amazon is threatening to stick the 
final nail into the coffin of traditional 
apparel department stores. These are 
just some of the subjects covered in this 
issue, and there are many more.

But here’s the thing: financial and 
sustainability issues are becoming 
indelibly interlinked in the apparel 
industry; in fact, they are very much 
two sides of one coin. Sustainability is 
now a genuine boardroom matter as 
business executives balance economic 
growth with operating in a sustainable 
manner. Thus sustainability leaders also 
need to wear a financial hat, keeping 
their finger on the pulse of the economic 
and financial headwinds shaping our 
industry. The lines between these two 
areas will become even more blurred 
moving forwards.

Finally a brief word on our journalistic 
values. News, wrote the famous editor 
of the San Francisco Examiner, Arthur 
McEwen, “is anything that makes the 
reader say ‘Gee whiz’.”

In this age of fake news, PR puff and 
brand marketing masquerading as 
bonafide journalism, we scrupulously 
apply the Gee whiz test to everything in 
Apparel Insider magazine. It might not 
always be good news, but we hope you’ll 
agree it’s a great read.

Brett Mathews 
Editor

W

“At Apparel 
Insider we 
recognise 
there are some 
wonderful 
environmental 
and CSR 
initiatives in 
this sector, 
and will 
celebrate them 
accordingly.

“

Brett Mathews
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REAL FUR FROM rabbit, mink and fox was 
recently found in products sold as ‘faux 
fur’ by Tesco, Boots, FatFace and Romwe. 
Laboratory tests confirmed a pom-pom 
key chain from Tesco’s and a pair of chenille 
gloves from FatFace contained real rabbit 
fur, while Boots was found to be selling 
hair clips containing mink fur. Fashion site 
Romwe retailed ‘faux’ fur shoes containing 
real fox fur.

Sadly, these findings, from an investigation 
by Humane Society International/UK and the 
Mail on Sunday, are nothing new. T.K. Maxx, 
Boohoo and Amazon have all been caught in 
similar stings in recent months. This may well 
be the tip of the iceberg.

But this investigation also raises another 
worrying issue. Namely, why are suppliers 
replacing ‘faux fur’ with real fur? The HSI 
explains: 

“Life is cheap on fur farms, with animals often 
having to endure appalling deprivation … this 
means real fur trim can cost the same or less to 
produce than faux fur.”

How depressing. The pro-fur lobby has always 
maintained that animals raised and killed for 
their fur are kept in humane conditions and 
have a decent life - a proposition which is 
increasingly difficult to believe.

Faux fur  
faux pas

THE APPAREL INDUSTRY is serious about 
closing the loop and increasing textile 
recycling rates, right? Or is it? Those involved 
in research into textile recycling have said 
for years that two major challenges are fibre 

blends and the increased use of elastane in 
apparel products. Important new research 
supports such sentiment.

An EU-backed study carried out as part 
of the Fibresort project saw researchers 
sort through five tonnes of textiles from 
the UK, France, Belgium, Germany and the 
Netherlands to gain insight into the make-
up of textile waste streams.

They found almost two thirds (66 per 
cent) of the textile items were rewearable 
while more than a fifth (22 per cent) of the 
non-rewearable items were found to be 
potentially recyclable.

No major surprises here, but one statistic 
stood out: elastane was present in nearly 
one out of every five non-rewearable items 
sorted. The report says: “The presence of 
high amounts of elastane and three or more 
fibre blends decreases the chance that a 
textile will be able to be recycled into a new 
textile. These important aspects need to be 
taken into consideration when designing for 
circularity.”

Recent years have seen a huge upturn in 
the use of elastane in apparel. Hyosung, 
the world’s largest spandex producer, has 
doubled production of its creora brand 
spandex in recent years. 

And yet, as we know, the presence of 
elastane hampers full textile recyclability. 

Brands are certainly saying all the right 
things on the issue of textile recycling but, 
let’s be honest here, it would be a brave 
apparel retailer that stopped stocking 
stretch skinny jeans.

Stretching  
the truth

A NEW INTERNATIONAL Labour Organisation report to the 
World Bank found the use of child labour in Uzbekistan’s cotton 
harvest has “come to an end,” while concrete measures to stop 
the use of forced labour have been taken. Let’s hope brands 
continue to give the country’s cotton a wide berth, for now at 
least. The country should have acted on these issues years ago.

In your own time

Viewpoint
A N A LY S I S  A N D  I N S I G H T Viewpoint

A N A LY S I S  A N D  I N S I G H T

GARMENT EXPORTS from Myanmar jumped 
by 25 per cent in 2017 to US$2.7bn, making 
the country one of the fastest growing 
garment sourcing hubs in the world. With 
Gap, M&S, Primark and H&M among more 
than 100 international buyers to have 
started sourcing from Myanmar since 2013, 
the picture looks rosy for a country that 
spent years in the economic wilderness amid 
US-led economic sanctions.

And yet, all is not well. Several credible 
reports from Human Rights Watch over 
recent months claim local security forces 
have committed rape and other atrocities 
against women and girls as part of a 
campaign of ethnic cleansing against 
Rohingya Muslims in the Rakhine State. With 
many fleeing the country, Myanmar faces a 
potential humanitarian crisis.

Some believe the EU and US should consider 
removing Myanmar’s trading benefits unless 
the country gets its house in order.

Let’s hope they don’t. Economic 
development is Myanmar’s best hope of 
reform, but it won’t happen overnight. 
Moreover, many of the issues mentioned 
above - as inexcusable as they are - have 
their roots in poverty and a lack of economic 
opportunity. “International buyers do not 
source apparel products from Rakhine State 
and never have,” a source in Myanmar told 
us. “In fact, this is illustrative of at least one 
part of the problem – Rakhine State has high 
poverty and little economic opportunity 
for any of the several ethnic and religious 
groups that live there.”

Withdraw Myanmar’s trading benefits now, and 
a bad problem becomes a whole lot worse.

THIS MONTH saw a spat break out 
between animal rights group, PETA, 
and US non-profit, Textile Exchange. 
PETA said it had withdrawn from Textile 
Exchange’s (TE) Responsible Down 
Standard (RDS) International Working 
Group (IWG) in protest at an alleged bias 
towards down producers and suppliers. 

PETA made several interesting points, 
noting in a letter to the group that 
the RDS requires only 50 per cent 
compliance with “minor” RDS standard 
requirements which, says PETA, “allows 
suppliers to get away with practices 
that systemically harm animals…”

On balance, we believe the RDS has 
been a force for good. And yet, the 
fact is that down alternatives are now 
available on the market, and if brands 
used them there wouldn’t actually be a 
need for the RDS. A debate for another 
day, perhaps.

More interesting for us was PETA’s 
point that the RDS working group 
requires a confidentiality agreement 
and allows discussions - between 
apparel brands, retailers and other 
industry stakeholders - to take place 
“off the record.” Really? Two obvious 
questions spring to mind here: who, 
has got what, to hide?

Something 
to hide?

A SURVEY OF textile and apparel suppliers found that more than half have accepted retailer orders that don’t cover production costs, 
hampering their ability to invest in decent environmental and labour standards. These findings, from an ILO/ETI survey, were raised 
at this year’s annual OECD Forum on Due Diligence in the Garment and Footwear Sector. The demands of fast fashion also mean up 
to half of suppliers have insufficient lead times, according to the survey, with pressure to produce faster increasing the likelihood of 
them cutting corners and using casual labour. So there we have it: fast fashion is not only bad for the environment, but it also hampers 
suppliers’ CSR efforts. Who ever would have thought it?

Groundhog day…

Myanmar needs 
trade not aid
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SOMETIMES THE obvious needs stating, 
and such was the case with a new report 
commissioned by Australian Wool Innovation 
and the Cotton Research and Development 
Corporation which found that wearing better 
quality clothing garments and washing on 
lighter settings are the best ways to help stem 
the growing problem of microplastics finding 
their way into the marine environment and 
ultimately the human food chain. 

With an estimated 20-35 per cent of all 
microplastics in marine environments coming 
from synthetic clothing, the report suggests 
increasing our use of natural fibres such as 
cotton and wool could help the problem.

Last year’s much publicised Global Fashion 
Agenda Pulse of the Industry report left many of 
us scratching our heads about what appeared 
to be a defence of the fast fashion business 
model where polyester is the dominant fibre.

Here we have a piece of research which goes 
some way to redressing the balance and – dare 
we say it – bringing a welcome dose of common 
sense to this critical fashion industry issue.

Stating  
the obvious 

IF A SUPPLIER factory goes bust shortly 
after a key international customer pulls its 
business, does that customer then have an 
obligation to compensate workers who are 
left owed wages and severance payments? 
Japanese fast fashion brand, Uniqlo, finds 
itself in this precise position.

A group of labour rights NGOs, led by Clean 
Clothes Campaign, are trying to publicly 
shame Uniqlo into stumping up US$5.5m 
to 2000 workers who lost their jobs when 
the two Indonesian factories they worked 
in folded in April 2015 after major buyers, 
notably Uniqlo, withdrew their business.

Clean Clothes Campaign claims Uniqlo has 
a “moral” responsibility to the workers and, 
among other things, cites the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights 
(UNGP).

Uniqlo parent company, Fast Retailing, 
claims it has no legal obligation to 
compensate the workers, pointing out that 
it cut business ties with PT Jaba Garmindo in 
October 2014 due to quality issues.

This is such a grey area, and we expect to see 
many more scenarios like this as the UNGP 
become more influential in international 
cross border trade.

Moral maze 

AT THE TIME of writing 120 brands had 
signed up to the 2018 Bangladesh Accord 
on Fire and Building Safety, although there 
remained a great many absentees.

Late last year, brand and trade union 
signatories to the Accord, the BGMEA, and 
the Bangladesh Ministers of Commerce and 
Labour agreed the Accord will continue its 
work until local regulatory bodies meet a set 
of rigorous conditions.

As we previously reported, an Accord  
brand recently agreed to pay US$2m to help 
its Bangladeshi suppliers fix safety issues. 

Signing up  
to what? 

Viewpoint
A N A LY S I S  A N D  I N S I G H T Viewpoint

A N A LY S I S  A N D  I N S I G H T

IN THE past few weeks alone we have 
reported on job cuts at JC Penney, 
Debenhams, New Look, Missguided and 
Sears to name a few. There have been many 
more cutbacks in the industry and yet, 
strange as it may seem to say it, the apparel 
space is as healthy as ever. Rather than the 
kind of wholesale contraction we might 
normally see during a recession, what we are 
witnessing right now is more a changing of 
the guard. 

The apparel industry is evolving rapidly 
before our eyes. Sales are shifting online at 
a rate of knots while new, ultra fast fashion 
businesses are shaking up the younger end 
of the market. Department stores are dying 
on their feet, in many cases because they 
took customers for granted for far too long. 

No doubt, apparel is a seriously tough gig 
right now but it is also hard to imagine a 
more exciting, dynamic and interesting 
industry to be working in.

THE PRICE of jeans in Europe may  
rise by 25 per cent if the European 
Union and other trading partners 
impose tariffs on American-made 
products in retaliation to US aluminium 
and steel tariffs, expected to be 10 per 
cent and 25 per cent respectively. Trump 
is also said to be weighing up tariffs 
on various Chinese imports, including 
shoes and clothing.

This is a battle the US cannot win for 
the horse has already bolted. The US 
needs Chinese clothing imports as the 
US production-line has shrunk to just a 
tenth of its former size since the 1990s. 
Domestic production has no hope of 
taking up the slack.

China holds all the cards here. 
As Bloomberg recently reported, 
China imports mainly intermediate 
products and parts from the US and, 
in many cases, could decimate parts 
of US industry if it chose to retaliate. 
Bloomberg notes: “A quarter of US chip 
exports go to China, but that constitutes 
just 3.8 percent of the People’s 
Republic’s total imports of integrated 
circuits. A relatively small shift in 
Chinese business patterns could deliver 
a devastating blow to one of America’s 
most successful export trades.”

China can afford to sit on its hands.  
The US will blink first.

Trump is 
trumped in a 
trade war 

OUR IN BRIEF section this issue notes a survey in which 84 per cent of female 
Bangladeshi garment workers reported experiencing verbal harassment, 71 per 
cent mental harassment, 20 per cent sexual harassment, and 52 per cent physical 
harassment. Apparel exports make up 90 per cent of the Bangladeshi economy 
and garment manufacture is a predominantly female industry. Without women, 
Bangladesh’s economy dies, and it seems scandalous that they are treated with so little 
regard. Wouldn’t it be great if they all had their own #MeToo moment and downed tools 
until their concerns were addressed?

First world problems 

Best of times, 
worst of times 

The settlement arose from a case before 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration and the 
whole case took place behind closed doors, 
with the brand in question being granted 
anonymity.

Two million dollars is a lot of money, and  
it is hard to find similar precedents in other 
industries. For any would-be signatories, 
potential costs such as this can never be 
disregarded.

Source: Uniqlo
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Prime Time
Amazon and the future of apparel retailing

t is hard to recall a market of 
such extreme poles as those 

we are seeing in the apparel industry 
right now. Apparel is a space with 
lots of blacks and whites but very few 
shades of grey.

At the ‘sleepless nights’ end of the 
market we have traditional high 
street department stores and retailers, 
many of which are still licking their 
wounds following poor festive 
trading. It really is a dog fight here, 
whether you look at the woes of UK 
retailers such as Debenhams and 
House of Fraser or the dwindling 
market share of US stalwarts like 
Macy’s and JC Penney.

At the other pole, in the land of 
sweet dreams, we have pure online 
‘etailers’ such as Asos, Boohoo and 
PrettyLittleThing which are seeing 
comfortable double-digit annual 
revenue growth. 

The latter two of these brands are 
currently tearing up the speed to 
market rulebook by getting styles 
from the catwalk to the wardrobe 
in two to three weeks. The problem 
for these businesses is not so much 
encouraging growth as managing it.

But there is, of course, another threat. 
It’s name: Amazon. If the likes of 
Boohoo are causing some ripples 
in the apparel market’s waters at 
the moment, Amazon is creating a 
Tsunami. 

Has a business ever captured so 
much share of the apparel market 
- of any market - quite so quickly? 
Consider the statistics: Euromoniror 
International estimates that Amazon 
US sold US$24.6bn worth of clothing 
and footwear in 2017, of which 
US$20bn was sold by third-party 
sellers.

I

Mark Lane looks at how Amazon is creating the  
biggest shake-up in the apparel space in living memory.

continued

“Amazon is 
changing the 
rulebook in 
the apparel 
space, and its 
competitors need 
to adapt quickly 
or face being 
comprehensively 
blown out of  
the water.

“

coverstory

Apparel Insider is published 6 times a year and  
distributed at all the major textile shows and events.
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Coresight Research estimates that 
this total places Amazon roughly 
level with Walmart, America’s biggest 
retailer of apparel, a staggering 
achievement considering that 
Amazon only seems to have got 
really serious about apparel in the 
past two years. Some estimates put 
Amazon’s share of the US market 
north of US$30bn.

It is easy to see why Cowen the 
investment bankers has projected 
that over the next five years Amazon 
will more than double its US apparel 
market share from 6.6 to 16 per cent. 
We can expect a similar story in 
other key markets around the world.

Innovation is key for Amazon. To 
bolster market share and push more 
apparel sales online, the business 
has begun to pursue a range of 
strategies. First and foremost is the 
work the business has done in terms 
of establishing partnerships with 
apparel brands, encouraging them to 
use its e-commerce platform.

Brands are stuck between a rock and 
a hard place here, finding themselves 
in the unsettling position of having 
no real option but to work with 
Amazon – even if that effectively 
means collaborating with a serious 
rival.

Last year, Nike began selling its 
products directly on Amazon despite 
having previously appeared reluctant 
to do so. Nike knows it needs to 
be in the Amazon space or 
risk losing brand visibility. 
Other brands will doubtless 
continue to follow suit.

There is more. As well as 
getting brands on board, 
Amazon is also disrupting the 
apparel space by launching 
services that make it easier to 
shop online.

First and foremost here is the impact 
of Amazon Prime. A recent report 
survey by Coresight Research found 
US apparel shoppers are switching 
to Amazon in their droves, with 
the convenience and free delivery 
of Prime membership being the 
main factor in helping it win market 
share from traditional department 
stores. Target Corp, Macy’s and JC 
Penney are being hardest hit, with 
adult footwear and casual clothing 
Amazon’s most popular buys, 
according to the findings.

Among Amazon Prime members 
surveyed, a remarkable 46 per cent 
said they had shopped for clothing or 
footwear on Amazon in the past 12 
months, with the retailer now running 
neck and neck with Target as the 
second-most-shopped apparel retailer 
in the US, as measured by a number 
of shoppers. “Only Walmart has more 
apparel customers,” said the report.

Other innovations are also helping 
win-over a once-sceptical public. 
Amazon last year launched Prime 
Wardrobe, which lets customers 
try on clothing before buying it. 
Customers can order numerous items 
and send back any clothing they don’t 
want. If a customer keeps at least 
three items they receive a ten per cent 
discount from their total purchase, 

while keeping five items leads to a 20 
per cent discount. Shipping is free, 
and returns can be left by a customer’s 
front door.

Innovations such as this are light 
years away from what we have 
come to expect in the apparel retail 
space which, let’s face it, has been 
painfully slow at getting to grips 
with the digital experience for 
customers. Why has it been taken the 
entrance of Amazon to come up with 
innovations like Prime Wardrobe? 
Why are customers still being asked 
to pay a small fortune for delivery? 
Rocket science this ain’t, and yet 
it appears to have taken Amazon’s 
entry into the market to bring about 
the kind of convenience in the online 
purchasing process which customers 
have been asking of from department 
stores for years.

In late 2017, Morgan Stanley released 
the results of its third annual 
AlphaWise apparel survey, which 
showed – again to no great surprise 
– that Amazon is rapidly taking 
share in the apparel space, hurting 
department stores as well as specialty 
retailers.

Of particular note was the 
finding that a large proportion of 
department store shoppers - 80 
per cent for some stores - have 
also purchased Amazon apparel 

in the last six months. Nordstrom 
and Macy’s showed above average 
risk, with 84 per cent and 81 per cent 
overlap, respectively.

The feeling among the industry 
insiders I’ve spoken to on this issue is 
that bricks and mortar retailers have 
been way too slow to innovate in the 
wake of Amazon’s threat, and are 
consequently playing catch-up, albeit 
with decidedly mixed results.

Is there anything they can do? 
Heiner Evanschitzk is co-founder 
of Aston Centre for Retail Insights 
and professor of marketing at Aston 
Business School in the UK. Asked 
for his thoughts on this issue, he 
told Apparel Insider: “Amazon and 
specialist online fashion retailers like 
ASOS will have a huge impact on 
traditional high street fashion retailers 
because they offer huge assortments 
and hassle free shopping form home.

“[Consequently] high street fashion 
retailers should change their 
approach and start competing with 
online retailers by being a) more 
personal and b) more inspirational.

“This is very difficult for online 
players to copy. Personal touch 
through knowledgeable service 
employees (who really know their 
customers) cannot be done easily 
online.”

This kind of differentiation makes 
for a compelling argument, and there 
is certainly work which traditional 
apparel retailers can do in this area. 
However, this doesn’t account for the 
fact that many of us are now happy to 
do all our clothing shopping online, 
and no amount of personalised 
experience will change that fact.

Hence working with Amazon may 
well be the sensible and pragmatic 
option – just ask Nike. Gurdev 

Mattu is a director with Fashion 
UK. He says: “Although at one time 
considering Amazon as a competitor 
to pure fashion brands may have 
seemed unlikely, the involvement 
of big names such as Hugo Boss 
and Daniel Wellington, have helped 
consumers to start exploring the 
clothing options they offer.

“Big retailers will also benefit from 
engaging with Amazon as they will 
find themselves exposed to a larger 
audience, and yet still in a position 
to compete if they can continue to 
innovate on services (such as same 
day delivery).”

There’s that word again: innovate. 
Traditional apparel department 
stores will need to do much more on 
this front if they want to survive the 
Amazon onslaught. But will it be too 
little too late?

coverstory

“As well as 
getting brands 
on board, 
Amazon is also 
disrupting the 
apparel space 
by launching 
services that 
make it easier 
to shop  
online.

“

“The feeling 
among the 
industry 
insiders I’ve 
spoken to on 
this issue is 
that bricks and 
mortar retailers 
have been 
way too slow 
to innovate 
in the wake 
of Amazon’s 
threat.

“
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We love We love

At present, Bouwhuis and his team are 
in stage 2 out of 3. Phase 1 saw them 
successfully transform cotton waste 
into a virgin regenerated fibre. The 
next two phases will see the design and 
realisation of a major production plant.

Conversations are ongoing with 
industry, though Bouwhuis says fibre 
makers who have worked with SaXcell 
have been hugely impressed with the 
results. We can expect a significant 
announcement any time soon, but for 
now Bouwhuis is happy just to say he is 
quietly confident SaXcell has a fighting 
chance of gaining serious commercial 
traction. 

He does, though, add the caveat 
that,“At this stage of any R&D work, 
there is always a risk. It is a matter of 
who is prepared to take that risk and 
make the initial investment.”

He is right, or course. But as we all 
know, some risks are worth taking.

owever, a recent spate of fibre 
recycling research projects, 

several of which are set to come to 
fruition over the next two years, 
suggests our industry may be on the 
cusp of some very interesting times.

One of the most promising of these 
projects can be found at Saxion 
University, where researchers have 
developed a patented process for 
converting domestic cotton waste into 
regenerated cellulose. 

The process can take old clothing that 
is not fit for re-wearing - “garbage,” 
as project lead Gerrit Bouwhuis 
calls it - and turn it into SaXcell. An 
abbreviation of Saxion cellulose, 
SaXcell is a regenerated virgin textile 
fibre made from chemically recycled 
domestic cotton waste.

The researchers behind SaXcell 
have made a number of notable 
breakthroughs, already having carried 
out experiments on batches of 50 and 
100kg of old clothing and hotel waste, 
successfully processing waste cotton 
into a feedstock which can be used in a 
modified lyocell process.

SaXcell production starts with the 
sorting of domestic cotton waste 
which is then ground, and non-textile 
components like zippers, nails and 
buttons removed. 

The result is a dry mixture of textile 
fibres suitable as raw material for 
SaXcell. 

The dry mixture is then chemically 
decoloured and made suitable for the 
wet spinning process, which can be 
done according to viscose or lyocell 
processes on existing fibre making 
installations. The end product of this 
step is SaXcell, a virgin cellulose fibre 
which can be cut to specified lengths, 
spun into yarns and woven or knitted 
into fabrics.

What marks this work out from 
other initiatives in this area is that 
Bouwhuis and his team are completely 
commercially focused. Bouwhuis 
himself has a lengthy textile industry 
background and recognises that, for a 
project like this to get off the ground, 
it will need to mesh seamlessly into 
existing industrial processes.

Accordingly, the conversations 
Bouwhuis and his colleagues are 
having are at the sharp end of the 
textile industry, while project work has 
been carried out with existing  fibre 
makers and spinning businesses.

“We have to collaborate with industry 
because if there is no industry demand 
for our work it is not worth doing,” he 
tells us.
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Discover more
www.saxcell.nl

There has been talk of closing the loop in the apparel industry for several 
years now. Up until relatively recently, that is all it has been - talk.

SaX appeal

Gerrit Bouwhuis,  
Project lead, SaXcell

Finished SaXcell fabrics

SaXcell uses a patented production process

amendments to China’s Environmental 
Protection Law that went into effect 
beginning in 2015. All of this legislation 
has combined to create a strong legal 
basis for emissions data transparency.”

Logan says the new map serves several 
purposes. Suppliers on the map have 
an increased incentive to manage their 
performance given the level of public 
supervision, while brands are motivated 
to demonstrate the sustainability of 
their supply chains. Consumers, NGOs 
and media, meanwhile, can  help to 
provide a supervisory motivation for 
these groups. Encouragingly, IPE is in 
conversations with other apparel brands 
who are considering adding their 
suppliers to the map. 

Where things get really interesting 
for us is in the map’s scaling potential. 
Could this tool, for instance, feasibly be 
transferred to another country? And is 
there any talk of this happening?

Answering, Logan says: “We believe 
the map could potentially serve as a 
model for expanding supply chain 
transparency in other countries beyond 
China. We hope to see brands take 
the lead by disclosing their suppliers 
from other countries and pushing for 
publication of environmental and other 
data from these suppliers, including 
where such information is not yet 
required to be disclosed by law. For 
instance, some brands -- including 
H&M, M&S and Nike -- already have 
their own supply chain maps featuring 
global suppliers. The IPE map could 
provide a reference for brands to begin 
linking environmental data from supply 
chains outside of China into their 
supplier disclosure efforts.” 

Now that would be transparency in the 
truest sense of the word.

or several years now, the 
Beijing-based Institute of 

Public and Environmental Affairs has 
been doing sterling work developing 
pollution databases and a website 
which allows users to search the 
environmental records of Chinese 
manufacturers - many of them textile 
mills. The IPE is very much an unsung 
hero in our industry for painstakingly 
and diligently putting this fantastic 
resource together. 

But now IPE has gone a step further. 
Together with the US-based Natural 
Resources Defence Council, it has 
persuaded Target, Esprit, New Balance, 
Puma, Gap Inc and Inditex, to share 
their supplier lists to develop a map 
linking the brands to their Chinese 
factories. The map provides real-time 
data and historical trends in air and 
water discharge so that consumers can 

see the environmental performance 
of the global operations of the brands 
they purchase from. 

The emissions data comes from 
official and government sources, with 
real-time data updated every hour for 
air emissions and every two hours for 
wastewater. 

China is often viewed as a secretive 
state and yet, in terms of sharing 
information on pollution, it is 
increasingly providing a blueprint 
other textile hubs could surely learn 
from. Kate Logan, Green Choice 
outreach director at the IPE, told 
Apparel Insider: “China has made 
great strides in environmental 
information transparency, starting 
with the Measures on Environmental 
Information Disclosure in 2008 and 
strengthened by a slew of additional 
legislation since then, including 

F

Six leading apparel brands have agreed to share critical information  
about the environmental performance of their Chinese supplier factories 
via a new online map. Apparel Insider reports.

Mapping a  
cleaner future

Discover more
www.goo.gl/6Rxu6C

“We believe 
the map could 
potentially 
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model for 
expanding 
supply chain 
transparency in 
other countries 
beyond China.
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A US tech business has developed a breakthrough 
technology which imbues textiles with special 
properties without using PFCs.

and rightfully so. “It’s hard to compare 
the cost of something that works and 
is permanent to the price of something 
that doesn’t perform and doesn’t last,” La 
Plante points out. “This is the paradigm 
that the apparel industry needs to break 
as brands start taking sustainability 
seriously. Are we just creating landfill 
or garments that are going to perform 
and last?”

This really is the crux of the matter. 
Apparel retailers – and outdoor 
brands in particular – have talked a 
great game on sustainability in recent 
years. And yet some continue to use 
highly questionable chemistry in their 
products when there are some fantastic 
alternatives out there. Green Theme’s is 
certainly the most interesting we have 
seen, but this new market segment is 
moving at a rapid pace.

As sustainability challenges go, 
eradicating the use of PFCs in 
production could be seen as low 
hanging fruit for brands and retailers. 
Many brands talk of waiting until 
2020 in line with Greenpeace Detox 
commitments. But if they are genuine 
about their concerns for the planet, 
why wait until then when the 
solutions are here now?

e’ve known about the 
environmental concerns 

around PFCs for many years now, the 
most notable being that some PFCs 
escape into the atmosphere and into 
wastewater during apparel production, 
while small amounts can even turn up 
as residue on clothing itself. These have 
potential toxicity, over time, to humans, 
wildlife and fish and are extremely 
persistent in the environment.

Viable PFC alternatives have been thin 
on the ground until recently, but a spate 
of innovation in this area is changing 
that picture. 

One of the most notable breakthroughs 
we have come across is that of 
Green Theme International, a US 
B-Corporation (for profit entity). 
This B-Corporation has developed a 
technology which imbues textiles with 
special properties – the most obvious 
being water repellency – without using 
water.

“Our technology uses a patented process 
that hyperfuses the chemistry directly to 
the individual fibres of the fabric,” Brian 
La Plante, director of marketing with 
Green Theme told us. “It’s permanently 
fixed to the fabric so it wouldn’t wash 
or wear off. The process drives the 
chemistry to coat the entire surface 
area of the fibre which gives it super 
hydrophobic properties. This process 
is different to conventional DWR 
treatments which use a liquid bath to 
apply the DWR treatment to the fabric.”

Green Theme launched its first 
product – Aquavent – in conjunction 

with outdoor brand Marmot in 
February 2018, with further styles 
to follow in Fall 2018. There will be 
additional brand launches starting in 
spring 2019, and La Plante tells me 
there are currently 26 brands trialling 
its technology; this is a market which is 
moving fast.

So where’s the catch? That was the 
question I found myself asking when I 
first heard about Green Theme’s work 
in summer 2017. Does this process use 
any potentially hazardous chemicals? 
La Plante tells me no and, for extra 
reassurance, explains that Green 
Theme is in the process of receiving 
the highly vigorous Hohenstein Eco-
Passport certification.

Price is another issue. Like other PFC-
free solutions entering the market, 
Aquavent comes at a premium above 
fluorinated DWR finishes although, 
as La Plante points out, this is not 
necessarily comparing like with like. 
“Our treatment does cost more than 
traditional DWR finishes but that is not 
really a fair comparison,” he says. “We 
don’t consider Aquavent a DWR as that 
is too limiting to the qualities that it 
imparts on fabric. We call it Breathable 
Water Protection as that is more in line 
with its hyper-breathability and super 
hydrophobic qualities.”

La Plante also suggests there are 
broader issues to consider from a 
sustainability perspective. How long 
a garment will serve its intended 
purpose is an issue the outdoor 
sector is placing increasing focus on, 
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Sun sets 
on PFCs

“Our  
technology 
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directly to the 
individual 
fibres of  
the fabric.
Brian La Plante
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Discover more
www.greenthemeint.com

Brian La Plante,  
Director of Marketing 
Green Theme

Image courtesy of Marmot

We love We love

Prakash also says the heavy use of 
chemicals in production has led to 
high numbers of asthma cases and lung 
related diseases among silk industry 
workers.

Explaining the silk production process 
of Project Cocccon, Prakash says: 
“With our process, the use of any 
kind of pesticides or genetic spray 
over leaves or trees is not performed. 
Instead, to keep silkworms safe from 
harmful insects or birds, a large 
mosquito net is attached to protect 
each tree where the silkworms live and 
breed. In some cases, bio-spray is used.

“Once cocoons are ready, they are 
placed indoors on a bamboo platform. 
In the case of Tussar silk, the cocoons 
are hung vertically from the ceiling 
using jute strings. In approximately 
one week, silk butterflies (moths) hatch 
out themselves or in some cases the 
cocoons need to be pierced by well-
trained staff.

“After checking each empty cocoon, 
they are forwarded to our degumming 
department. That is why our silk is 
known as peace silk or non-violent 
silk. The process of eliminating ‘gum 
(sericin)’ and impurities from raw 
silk is known as degumming. In our 
process, this is done by adding natural 
bio soap to the hot boiling water. 
Occasionally hydrogen peroxide is 
used to make different shades of silk 
yarn uniform, but this is eco friendly 
and approved by GOTS.

“The use of toxic metals during 
the degumming process of ´silk- 
weighting´ to make silk yarns heavier 
by including chromium, barium, lead, 
iron or sodium magnesium is not 
permitted and completely forbidden in 
our production.”

or the past five years, an Indo-
German venture has sought 

to change this picture with its own 
unique brand of organic “cruelty-free 
silk.” Cocccon Crafts & Loom was 
established in 2012 by Germany-based 
Indian fashion designer Chandra 
Prakash Jha.

After spending almost a decade 
working in the Indian and 
international fashion markets, Prakash 
decided to turn his attention to his 
native state of Jharkhand. There he 
established Project Cocccon, essentially 
a rural organic silk production 
cooperation. Using a decentralised 
production model, silk farmers, 
spinners and weavers in the project 
work directly from their own homes, 
with these different units connected 
via a centralised headquarters which is 

used for the storage of cocoons, yarns 
and finished textiles.   

The project started with just five 
villagers but now has 400 involved. In 
2012, 250kgs of silk were produced, 
however, 2017 saw the production of 
five metric tonnes. The aim is to double 
this output over the next two years, 
Prakash told us, adding that while 
clients have hitherto been independent 
eco fashion boutiques, big brand 
names are now knocking on the door.

So why is organic silk better than its 
conventional alternative? Prakash 
explains: “Most of the chemicals used 
in conventional sericulture are a blend 
of genetic growth and pesticides. 
The extreme and unnecessary use of 
genetic sprays or chemicals has made 
soil unfruitful/dead while endangering 
many species of bees.”

F

Sericulture - the cultivation of silkworms to produce silk – dates back 
thousands of years. Yet the use of industrialised methods of production 
and intense farming methods in recent decades has often been to the 
detriment of the environment and people working in silk production.

Organic silk project 
scales new heights

Discover more
www.cocccon-crafts-loom.com
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Clear as mud
Indian conglomerate, Aditya Birla, has been implicated in a pollution 
scandal just months after one of its business units, Birla Cellulose, 
received a glowing audit report from the Rainforest Alliance group. 
Confused? So are we. 

investigation

ongratulations to Birla 
Cellulose, who today has 

taken a significant step forward in 
fulfilling the company’s CanopyStyle 
commitments with the release 
of these industry-leading audit 
results.” Not our words, but those of 
Nicole Rycroft, executive director 
of rainforest conservation NGO, 
Canopy, talking in summer 2017.

Birla were the good guys last 
summer, but not any more – or so it 
would seem. “Brands buying from 
[Birla] should look beyond the green 
spin to understand what is really 
happening on the ground, where 
local residents’ and workers’ lives 
are blighted by pollution on a daily 
basis.”

These were the words of Natasha 
Hurley, a campaign manager at the 

Changing Markets Foundation, 
following an investigation into 
Birla-owned plants in India and 
Indonesia. This report was published 
in February 2018.

How times change, and quickly. 
From good guys to the scourge of 
the local communities in which it 
operates. These have been an - ahem 
– interesting few months for the 
Aditya Birla Group, a multi-billion 
dollar Mumbai based conglomerate 
with interests in a raft of industries, 
one of which is textiles.

Aditya Birla is the world’s largest 
producer of viscose, with 20 per cent 
of global market share and factories 
across Asia. It is also a supplier to 
many leading fashion brands. Viscose 
— a remanufactured cellulose fibre 
— is the third-most-used fibre in 

  C

the textile industry after polyester 
and cotton. Its use in clothing is 
increasing worldwide due it its 
sustainability credentials; viscose 
is made from plant matter and is 
biodegradable.

Last summer, researchers from 
the Changing Markets Foundation 
visited viscose plants in Indonesia, 
China and India and found that 
viscose factories were dumping toxic 
wastewater into local waterways, 
destroying marine life and exposing 
workers and local populations 
to harmful chemicals. Viscose 
producers Aditya Birla, Lenzing, 
Sateri, Tangshan Sanyou and 
Shandong Helon were cited in the 
report.

Most of these producers took 
concrete steps to address the issues 
raised. I had a lengthy telephone chat 
with senior managers at Lenzing in 
the wake of that report. They were 
open, honest and expressed a genuine 
willingness to put things right.

“I had a lengthy 
telephone chat 
with senior 
managers at 
Lenzing in 
the wake of 
that report. 
They were 
open, honest 
and expressed 
a genuine 
willingness 
to put things 
right.

“
continued

“

Agricultural pump using toxic water 
for irrigation of farms.
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Meanwhile, the Chinese viscose 
sector has come together to promote 
sustainable sourcing and establish 
a united approach for driving and 
measuring sustainability in its viscose 
industry. Indeed, leading players 
have launched an initiative called 
the Collaboration for Sustainable 
Development of Viscose (CV), which 
gathers China’s ten largest viscose 
producers in partnership with China 
Chemical Fibre Association and 
China Cotton Textile Association.

This leaves Aditya Birla, which flatly 
refused to accept last summer’s 
report findings and, indeed, has 
steadfastly refused to play ball with 
the researchers from Changing 
Markets. Even at the time, this 
seemed unwise to us as, having seen 
that first report, there is extensive 
photographic evidence to support 
Changing Markets’ allegations.

It is to the enormous credit of 
Changing Markets that their 
investigators refused to be cowed by 
Birla here and, instead, decided to 
revisit two of Birla’s factories, one in 
Madhya Pradesh, India and one in 
West Java, Indonesia, to see whether 
the situation on the ground had 
changed.

It had indeed changed - it had gotten 
worse. 

The first investigation was carried out 
at a Grasim Industries viscose plant 
in Nagda, India. Grasim Industries, 
a subsidiary company of Birla, is the 
world’s largest producer of viscose 
staple fibre (VSF). 

The researchers found that, 
compared to the previous visit – cited 
in last summer’s report – conditions 
were “markedly worse,” with more 
sites characterised by visible and 
strong-smelling pollution, which 
had turned the water dark red. It 
transpires that in October 2017, a 
major health incident resulted in 
the death of two villagers and left 60 
others seriously ill. “Locals linked 
the incident to pollution from the 
Birla site, although the company has 
denied the claims,” says the Changing 
Markets report.

Changing Markets also carried out 
an independent laboratory test of an 
air sample taken outside the Grasim 
plant and found the level of carbon 
disulphide - a toxic chemical used in 
viscose production - was 125 times 
the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) guideline value.

Further, people in communities 
surrounding the factory were 
said to be suffering from, “serious 
health conditions, including cancer, 
tuberculosis, reproductive problems, 
birth defects and stomach disorders.”

Somewhat gallingly, in January 
2018, Grasim received government 
clearance for the expansion of its 
viscose staple fibre (VSF) plant in 
Gujarat.

Changing Markets also sent 
researchers to Birla’s Indo-Bharat 
Rayon (IBR) plant in Indonesia. 
There, they interviewed locals who 
claimed to regularly have witnessed 
evidence of illegal discharges into the 
river by IBR, “usually at nighttime or 
after rainfall.”

Further, laboratory tests of water 
samples showed the river water 
around IBR’s discharge pipe was 
extremely polluted and did not 
even comply with ‘worst-in-class’ 
Indonesian water quality standards, 
meaning “it should not even 
be used for irrigation, let alone 
drinking or bathing,” according to 
the researchers. The report adds: 
“However, children were seen bathing 
in the contaminated water close to 
the discharge pipe, and farmers were 
found to be using the river water for 
irrigation and fish farming.”

One always has to approach reports 
such as this with a note of caution. 
These are serious allegations and, as 
such, it is up to the researchers to 
make a robust case. They have done 
that here - in spades.

This is truly damning stuff, with the 
photographs you can see here telling 
their own depressing story – one that 
follows an all-too-familiar script. As 
stories go, big business outsourcing 
production to far-off destinations 
in which it rides roughshod over 
local pollution regulations is hardly 
original, but kudos to the researchers 

2017. Was this an oversight on 
Canopy’s part? Could it have been 
more circumspect given that the 
same business – albeit a different 
division – was implicated in a serious 
pollution scandal?

A spokesperson from Changing 
Markets told us: “Canopy is doing an 
important job in getting the industry 
to stop sourcing wood pulp from 
ancient and endangered forests and 
because of this work, many brands 
and retailers have now mapped their 
viscose supply chains. However, the 
Canopy commitment only covers one 
part of the supply chain and doesn’t 
extend to the transformation of wood 
pulp into viscose fibre and yarn, 
which is covered in our Roadmap.”

Perhaps I’m being a bit picky but, 
while it is a different part of the 
supply chain, it is still the same 
business. Something just doesn’t sit 
right here. Are Birla the bad guys or 
the good guys?

We also approached Canopy to ask 
if they would be rethinking their 
position on Birla Cellulose given the 
findings by Changing Markets. A 
company spokesperson told us:  
“With no additional data on wood 
fibre sourcing, Canopy will not be 
revisiting its results on producers’ 
impacts of wood sourcing at this stage.”

at Changing Markets team for taking 
this on and running with it.

But what now? As its report was set 
to go to print, Changing Markets 
approached Birla which, once again, 
flat out denied the allegations made. 

Our guess is that Birla will soon 
engage – it has little choice. The most 
powerful organisations in all of this 
story are apparel brands. Put simply, 
brands can’t afford to have their 
suppliers being exposed in this way. 
Lenzing, cited in Changing Markets’ 
first report, took responsibility 
for the problems highlighted at its 
plant in Purwakarta, Indonesia. 
The company has since drawn up a 
roadmap in which it has committed 
to complete investment in closed-
loop production at the site by 2022. 

“In contrast, Aditya Birla Group 
has persisted in comprehensively 
rejecting our findings and denying, 
in the face of all the evidence 
to the contrary, that there are 
any significant problems at their 
factories,” say the Changing Markets 

researchers. “This is all the more 
shocking given that the company is 
using sustainability as a calling card 
with the major brands and retailers that 
make up its customer base.”

When we spoke to Changing Markets, 
a spokesperson told us that to their 
knowledge, “Next, Asda, Burton and 
a number of other brands are still 
sourcing from the Aditya Birla Group.”

“Inditex, H&M, ASOS, Tesco 
and M&S have committed to 
incorporate our Roadmap towards 
responsible viscose and modal fibre 
manufacturing into their sourcing 
policy,” Changing Markets added.

If more brands follow the lead 
of H&M et al, this will surely be 
a huge positive for the viscose 
production sector, an area of the 
textiles supply chain which has 
hitherto slipped under the radar as 
far as environmental reporting and 
research of this nature is concerned.

I also asked Changing Markets about 
Canopy, whose executive director 
heaped such praise on Birla in June 

“This is truly 
damning 
stuff, with the 
photographs 
you can see 
here telling 
their own 
depressing 
story.
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The river water next to the Indo Bharat 
Rayon discharge pipe is visibly steaming

People close to the Grasim Industries plant 
say contaminated water is the main threat
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investigation
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or more than two decades, 
H&M has been the poster 

child for the fast fashion business 
model, wooing a generation of 
customers with it’s ability to offer 
styles just weeks after they were seen 
on the catwalks.

And yet, something has not felt quite 
right at H&M of late. Shares are 
down by around 45 per cent since 
the end of 2016, a huge drop in any 
circumstances but one put into even 
starker context when one considers 
the global economy was relatively 
stable in that period. There are no 
major mitigating circumstances here.

With the value of its shares down 
about 45 percent since the end of 
2016, it is reasonable to ask whether 
H&M has lost some of its stardust 
of late. The company recently staged 
its first capital markets day in which, 
most notably, it said same-store 
sales would only likely return to 
growth in 2019. Much of the 
company’s growth in recent 
years has come from 
expansion into new 
markets.

H&M says it expects online sales 
to rise at least 25 per cent in 2018 
as it invests heavily in the digital 
space. And yet, investors remain 
unconvinced. Bloomberg recently 
stated that of 36 analysts covering 
H&M, only two are advising clients 
to buy their shares. Ouch!

So what’s going on here? Our own 
observation is that H&M’s fortunes 
are actually part of a wider trend in 
the fashion space.

Barclays recently cut its price target 
for H&M by more than 7 per cent, 
and at the same time made the telling 
point that H&M’s supply chain is, 
“significantly slower than peers, 
and we still lack adequate clarity on 
whether it can catch up — and to 
what extent.”

F

Changing of the guard

Hennes & Mauritz recently used the Stockholm concert hall for CEO Karl-Johan Persson (pictured) to explain the apparel chain’s 
turnaround plans to shareholders at a ‘Capital Markets Day.’ “The message fell on deaf ears,” according to Bloomberg.

This, perhaps, is the crux of the 
matter. Is H&M, the fast fashion 
pioneer, too … slow? Last year saw 
the phrase “ultra-fast fashion” rear its 
head for the first time as it became 
apparent that online players such as 
Boohoo, ASOS and Missguided are 
now bringing products from design 
to sale in as little as one or two weeks 
- way faster than H&M and even 
Zara, which unlike H&M, produces 
much of its clothing in Europe, close 
to its main markets.

Ultra fast fashion seems to be 
working. Over the last three financial 
years, ASOS has boosted its sales at 
a compound annual growth rate of 
25 per cent and most analysts seem 
to agree that trend will continue over 
the next couple of years. Meanwhile, 
Boohoo has grown by around 40 per 
cent annually and analysts expect 
growth of 86 per cent and 38 per 
cent this year and next. Missguided 

posted a 75 per cent jump in 
revenues for the 12 months to 

March 2017, topping £206 
million.

These brands count their revenues 
in the hundreds of millions, while 
the established fast fashion brands - 
H&M, Gap, Zara and Primark – are 
in single or double digit billions. 

The significance of the Boohoos of 
this world, however, is that they may 
well be heralding the start of a new 
business model for the industry - 
and one which is here to stay. John 
Mercer, a senior analyst at Coresight 
Research (formerly Fung Global 
Retail & Technology), certainly 
thinks so.

He told Apparel Insider: “Consumer 
expectations have been raised and 
those raised expectations are here 
to stay. Not every consumer will 
look for ultrafast fashion, and it 
will not be appropriate for every 
apparel category, but there will 
be a meaningful niche for rapid-
turnaround fashions.

“The new crop of online fast-fashion 
retailers is proving highly adept at 
rapidly responding to consumers’ 

increasing demands for immediacy 
and constant newness, in turn 
driving their rapid sales growth and 
success. ASOS and Missguided are 
now able to produce merchandise 
in 2–4 weeks, compared to 5 weeks 
for Zara and H&M and the 6- to 9- 
month cycle for traditional retailers.

“Ultrafast apparel retailers operate 
agile supply chains to quickly match 
inventory supply with changing 
demand and strictly control 
inventory to create a balance between 
undersupply and markdowns.”

Boohoo sources the majority of its 
apparel from its home market, the 
UK, while Asos and Missguided 
have both invested heavily in near-
shoring. All arrived on the fashion 
scene after the trend for shifting large 
swathes of supply chains out to China 
and South East Asia - a trend which 
is increasingly looking somewhat out 
of kilter. Wages in China have risen 
to an extent that the cost benefits 
of sourcing there are rapidly losing 

their allure, while South East Asian 
sourcing hubs such as Bangladesh 
and Cambodia bring their own set of 
CSR related issues and challenges.

While Boohoo is UK based and 
sources accordingly, it’s hard to see 
why its business model couldn’t be 
replicated in other parts of the world. 
We expect this may well happen in 
the near future.

So how big a threat are Boohoo and 
co to the established fast fashion 
players? How much market share can 
they capture? 

Adheer Bahulkar is a partner in 
the retail practice of A.T. Kearney, 
a global strategy and management 
consulting firm. He told us he 
believes ultra fast fashion can capture 
significant share but suggested 
that product quality cannot suffer 
beyond a “certain point of no return.” 
He added: “Faster fashion has 
undoubtedly impacted quality but 
there is a threshold to watch out for.”

Bahulkar also believes ultra fast 
fashion brands will need to figure 
out how to execute their strategy 
in physical stores as well, not just 
online.

“Larger brands will need to figure 
out how to do this on a large scale, 
globally,” he said. “Smaller, scrappy 
brands can execute this today 
with some heroics, but large scale 
execution needs scalable processes.”

He added: “The current slew of ultra-
fast fashion brands are a threat to 
established players if they are able to 
scale up beyond a certain geography, 
beyond a certain scale and beyond 
just online. Until then the bigger 
threat will come from established 
brands that figure out how to scale 
this up. This could be H&M or Zara 
or Amazon or Walmart or someone 
else.”

Boohoo 
Annual revenues: 

£295m
Growth rate: 

33%

Missguided 
Annual revenues: 

£205m
Growth rate: 

75%

Asos 
Annual revenues: 

£1.9bn
Growth rate: 

29%

PRETENDERS  
TO THE THRONE

“H&M says it 
expects online 
sales to rise 
at least 25 per 
cent in 2018 
as it invests 
heavily in the 
digital space.

“

Swedish fashion giant, H&M, has consistently remained ahead of the 
fashion curve, but are even faster brands about to steal its thunder?  
By Mark Lane.

Economics and Finance
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“We aim to  
have five 
million 
licensed BCI 
Farmers 
producing 8.2 
million metric 
tonnes of 
Better Cotton 
by 2020.
Alan McClay

“

This cotton is then registered on 
BCI’s supply chain system, and 
credits — known as ‘Better Cotton 
Claim Units’ — for the order are 
passed through the supply chain for 
that same weight in cotton, from one 
factory to the next. What comes out 
is the equivalent amount of cotton 
that the farmer produced as Better 
Cotton, but this has been mixed 
in with conventional cotton in its 
journey from field to product.

Using this system means supply 
chain actors avoid the costly physical 
segregation of cotton along the 
complex cotton supply chain. It also 
enables BCI to reach more farmers, 
which is the ultimate goal.

But is it not the case that brands 
and retailers want to know that 
their products have been specifically 
produced using Better Cotton 
– so that they can market them 
accordingly? McClay tells us: 
“Physically tracing Better Cotton 
through the supply chain is time 
consuming and expensive, but more 
importantly, it is not necessary for 
us to meet our primary objectives. 
Ultimately, BCI is focused on making 
cotton production better for the 
environment it grows in, better for 
the people who grow it and better for 
the sector’s future. Knowing where 
the Better Cotton ends up does not 
benefit BCI Farmers.”

The Mass-Balance concept can be 
difficult to grasp initially, but it is 
hard to deny that it works; the ends 
really do justify the means. McClay 
tells me BCI now has 1,163 members, 
among them brands and retailers, 
manufacturers and producers. 

Membership has grown rapidly.

These commitments ultimately 
depend, of course, on farmers. 
Barriers to entry in terms of becoming 
a BCI farmer are relatively low, which 
explains why the goal of five million 
farmers producing Better Cotton by 
2020 is eminently achievable.

Says McClay: “There are no 
additional costs for smallholder 
farmers to obtain a license to 
grow and sell Better Cotton. They 
receive access to training on more 
sustainable agricultural practices, 
reducing barriers and enabling them 
to produce cotton in a way that cares 
for the environment, minimises the 
negative effects of fertilisers and 
pesticides, and cares for water, soil 
health and natural habitats. 

McClay says BCI’s first five years saw 
the focus on increasing the supply, 
or farm-level production, of Better 
Cotton globally. “Now we need to 
continue to focus on increasing 
demand for Better Cotton,” he says.

But how will it do that? Demand 
is driven by brands and retailers 
which, in turn, is driven by 
consumers. A straightforward 
‘this product is made of Better 
Cotton’ label is not an option, 
for the reasons outlined above. 
Instead, BCI launched the Better 
Cotton Claims Framework — 
a guide for members to make 
credible and positive claims 
about their commitment to 
BCI — in 2015, and following 
this, approved the first ‘On-
Product Marks’ appeared in stores 
in 2016.

Says McClay: “Only committed BCI 
Members can use the BCI On-
Product Mark. A Member must be 
sourcing at least 5 per cent of their 
cotton as Better Cotton in order to 
start using the mark, with a plan to be 
sourcing at least 50 per cent of their 
cotton as Better Cotton within five 
years. BCI monitors this progress and 
works closely with its members to 
make sure claims made in association 
with the BCI logo reflect their 
engagement with the programme, and 
are transparent and credible.”

When we ask about BCI’s general 
PR, and whether it has considered a 
promotional campaign among end 
consumers, McClay stresses that the 
BCI’s core work, where it can make 
an impact, takes place much further 
along the supply chain.

“We do not have any campaigns 
planned to develop recognition of 
BCI amongst consumers,” he tells us. 
“We are an agricultural sustainability 
standard, and our primary focus is 
investing our funds in farm-level 
training and capacity building, and 
not marketing campaigns.”

As the Better Cotton Initiative has 
consistently scaled its work year 
on year, organic cotton, which has 
been around for a considerable 
amount longer, has followed a more 
uneven trajectory. It’s tempting, as 
an outsider, to wonder whether the 
latter standard might heed some 
lessons from the former, though 
McClay is not convinced.

“Everything that contributes to 
making agricultural production 
processes more responsible, more 
sustainable and more respectful of 
the environment and the farmers that 
produce it has the full support of the 
Better Cotton Initiative,” he says.

It is also worth noting at this juncture 
that BCI is taking market share from 
the conventional market as opposed 
to other sustainable cotton standards.

McClay reinforces the point: “In 
2016, less than 20 per cent of global 
cotton production was independently 
verified as grown using more 
sustainable practices. BCI, organic, 
Fairtrade, myBMP (Australia), ABR 
(Brazil), Aid by Trade Foundation, 
and others work towards ensuring 
that all cotton is produced in a more 
sustainable manner.”

Discover more
www.bettercotton.org

here are currently many weird 
and wonderful things going on 

aimed at creating a more sustainable 
textiles industry. Fabrics made from 
orange peel? Check. Spider silk 
with tensile strength comparable to 
steel? Check. Using algae to make 
renewable textiles. Check.

As the saying goes, necessity is the 
mother of invention and, if nothing 
else, the monumental environmental 
challenges currently facing the global 
textile sector have spawned the 
most significant wave of industry 
innovation for a century.

Pitted next to some of the innovations 
alluded to above, the work of the 
Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) can 
appear a little abstract at times and, 
dare we say it, dull. Mass balance 
system? Chain of custody? These are 
phrases used regularly in BCI circles, 
though they are not necessarily 
known among the wider public.

Not that this matters, of course, as 
having followed the work of the BCI 
for several years now, the thing that 
has become most apparent is that 
this is an organisation which is about 
impact above all else. Pragmatism is 
the word which springs to mind – 
sensible, realistic solutions which are 
driving major change in the global 
cotton industry.

The statistics around Better Cotton 
are quite remarkable, and surely offer 
a glimpse of what can be achieved 
in the name of sustainability if 
enough people are pulling in the 
right direction. Now comfortably 
established as the largest cotton 
sustainability programme in the 
world, in the 2015/16 cotton season, 
BCI and its partners provided 
training on more sustainable 
agricultural practices to 1.6 million 
farmers from 23 countries, and 
mobilised €8.9 million in field-level 
investment to enable BCI Farmers to 
produce 2.5 million metric tonnes of 
Better Cotton lint.

“We aim to have five million licensed 
BCI Farmers producing 8.2 million 
metric tonnes of Better Cotton by 
2020,” Alan McClay, CEO, Better 
Cotton Initiative said, in a wide 
ranging interview with Apparel 
Insider. “That will be around 30 per 
cent of global cotton production, up 
from the current 12 per cent.”

Scale is the watchword here. BCI has 
never made any secret of the fact 
that it wants to scale up its work, 
and rapidly. “The 2020 objectives 
are ambitious because our ultimate 
aim is to achieve scale, reaching 
as many farmers as possible, and 
to develop Better Cotton as a 
sustainable mainstream 
commodity,” McClay says. 
“Ultimately the BCI vision 
is to help bring about 

market transformation to sustainable 
production practices in the cotton 
sector.”

McClay points out that BCI will 
this year start thinking about its 
objectives for 2030, and we can 
expect some announcements on that 
front later in 2018.

Given its growth trajectory of the past 
few years, it would be no surprise to 
Apparel Insider if the Better Cotton 
Initiative had managed to capture half 
the global cotton market by 2030. But 
how? How is it growing so rapidly 
in the notoriously challenging and 
complex cotton market, one in which 
successfully matching cotton supply 
with demand by apparel brands and 
retailers can prove fiendishly difficult?

‘Mass-Balance’ might not sound a 
particularly exciting term but it is this 
concept, a supply chain methodology, 
which underpins the work of BCI. 
Essentially, Mass-Balance applied 
to Better Cotton is about ensuring 
increasing amounts of Better Cotton 
are ordered and produced, regardless 
of where the cotton ends up. Thus, if 
a retailer places an order for finished 
garments, such as T-shirts, and 
requests one metric tonne of Better 

Cotton be associated with this 
order, a cotton farmer somewhere 

must produce one metric 
tonne of cotton to the 

Better Cotton Standard.

T

Alan McClay, chief executive officer, Better Cotton Initiative

Alan McClay,  
cheif executive officer,  
Better Cotton Initiative

The Big Interview
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LONDON – Researchers have successfully 
used betulin, a tree bark extract, to 
improve the water repellency of cotton 
fabrics, offering intriguing possibilities 
for more environmentally benign durable 
water repellents in textiles. Betulin is a 
naturally abundant and hydrophobic 
compound obtained from a side stream 
product in the forest industry. Traditionally, 
it is burnt together with bark as a solid fuel.

In the study, betulin was isolated from 
the outer bark of birch through a simple 
solvent extraction, and a betulin-

terephthaloyl chloride (TPC) copolymer 
was successfully synthesised. Different 
ways of using betulin and the copolymer 
for the surface-treatment of cotton fabric 
were explored. Cotton fabrics were coated 
with particles of betulin monomer, small 
pieces of the betulin-TPC copolymer, and 
films based on betulin or the copolymer. 
In all cases, the samples significantly 
improved hydrophobicity and water 
repellency. Citation: Huang, T., Li, D. & Ek, M. 
Cellulose (2018). https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10570-018-1695-5

Barking up the right tree 

DHAKA – Researchers from Bangladesh 
have successfully dyed cotton fabric using 
seawater. The scientists dyed two batches of 
cotton fabric, one using salt water collected 
from the Bay of Bengal off the South East 
coast of Bangladesh and the other using 
standard groundwater. They then compared 
the finished results in areas such as shade 
difference, reflectance, colour strength, 
wash, rubbing and colour fastness.

They found that while the seawater fabrics 
were slightly lighter in shade in comparison, 
they achieved satisfying results across all 
of the other parameters – opening up the 
intriguing possibility of sea water fabric 
dyeing being carried out on a broader scale.

The full paper Dyeing of Cotton Fabric with 
Ground water & Sea water appears in the 
Journal of Polymer and Textile Engineering.

Seawater used in  
textile dyeing process 

CALIFORNIA – US outdoor brand 
Patagonia is to launch a new digital 
platform connecting the general public 
with local grassroots environmental 
organisations. Patagonia Action Works 
aims to help consumers learn more 
about local environmental issues 
and how to get involved with events, 
petitions, fundraising and volunteering.

“The biggest question I get from our 
community and customers is, ‘What can 
I do to save the planet?’” said Patagonia 
President and CEO Rose Marcario. “This 
platform makes it easy to connect with 
organisations in your neighbourhood 
who are working every day on local 
issues. We have decades of experience 
with these groups, and our collective 
grassroots actions can add up to the 
change we need to make a better 
world. With the threats we face, we 
need everyone in this fight.”

Patagonia launches  
eco activism platform 
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WASHINGTON – US apparel sales fell by 
two per cent in 2017 to US$215bn, according 
to new research. While e-commerce 
continues to drive industry growth, bricks-
and-mortar still represents more than three-
quarters of the US apparel market.

Global information company, NPD Group 
crunched information from more than 
three million consumers through data 
provided by Slice Intelligence. It found that 
in 2017, Millennials had the highest apparel 
growth rate of all generations at 4 per cent, 
representing US$2bn in incremental sales. 
Baby Boomers, who account for nearly 20 
per cent of annual apparel dollar sales, and 
Generation Z, who generated almost a third 
of total apparel dollar sales, both experienced 
declines in overall spend for the year.

US apparel 
sales drop

NEW YORK  – Apparel shoppers are 
switching to Amazon in their droves 
according to new research, with the 
convenience and free delivery of ‘Prime’ 
membership helping the online retailer win 
market share from traditional department 
stores. Target Corp, Macy’s and JCPenney are 
being hardest hit, with adult footwear and 
casual clothing Amazon’s most popular buys.

Coresight Research’s Deep Dive: Amazon 
Apparel study found private label apparel 
purchases are growing in popularity on 
Amazon. Nike, Under Armour and Hanes 

are the top selling brands, and one in nine 
Amazon apparel shoppers have already 
bought Amazon private-label apparel.

The research found Amazon Prime is the 
key driver behind the continued upturn in 
apparel sales on Amazon. Among Amazon 
Prime members surveyed, a remarkable 
46 per cent said they had shopped for 
clothing or footwear on Amazon in the past 
12 months, with the retailer now running 
neck and neck with Target as the second-
most-shopped apparel retailer in the US, as 
measured by number of shoppers.

Prime service drives 
Amazon apparel sales 
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SADAT – Egypt’s Trade and Industry 
Minister, Tarek Qabil, has announced 
plans for the construction of the country’s 
largest ever textile and garment city. The 
government claims inward investors are 
stumping up the lion’s share – 87 per cent – 
of the US$2bn project, which will cover an 
area of 3.1 million square metres in Sadat 
City and include 568 factories. 

The Minister said the US$2 billion will be 
injected over a period of seven years, with 
local investors also contributing.

Man Kai, a Chinese holding company which 
exports to Egypt, is executing the project, 
which will be implemented in five phases, 
beginning in March this year. The first phase 
is planned for completion in 2020 and 
includes 57 factories with total investments 
of US$230m, while the fifth and final phase 
of the project will be completed in 2024.

Egypt plans 
US$2bn  
textile city 

CALIFORNIA – The C&A Foundation is 
backing a new early stage venture fund 
which will invest in apparel supply chain 
innovations. The US$23m fund, set up by 
Humanity United, has also secured financial 
backing from the Walmart Foundation, 
Stardust Equity, Open Society Foundations, 
The Ray and Dagmar Dolby Family Fund, 
and The Walt Disney Company.

The fund, entitled ‘Working Capital’,  
aims to accelerate supply chain 
innovations to enable corporations 
to operate more transparently and 
ethically. It was founded by Humanity 
United, a foundation that is part of The 
Omidyar Group, which represents the 
philanthropic, personal, and professional 
interests of the Omidyar family.

The Fund focuses on product traceability, 
worker engagement, sourcing platforms, 
risk assessment, and ethical recruiting 
tools by investing in emerging 
technologies such as blockchain, machine 
learning, artificial intelligence, digital 
identity and Internet of Things (IoT) 
solutions.

Venture fund  
backs ethical  
supply chains

InBrief
INDUSTRY NEWS AND RESEARCH

Source: Wikipedia commons
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SAN FRANCISCO  – US denim brand Levi 
Strauss has announced a ramping up of 
its use of lasers as it seeks to automate the 
way its jeans are made. New techniques, 
developed by Spanish tech business 
Jeanologia, will help Levi’s cut chemical use 
and increase the efficiency with which jeans 
are faded, distressed and ripped.

Increased use of automated techniques and 
lasers will mean Levi’s will be able to finish 
a pair of jeans every 90 seconds – a massive 
improvement on the current two to three 
pairs an hour. The company says the new 
“less intensive” finishing method will be 
fully in place by 2020 and help the company 
be more responsive to local markets. The 

methods will also allow the business to 
produce just a few kinds of jeans in bulk so 
that it can quickly tailor smart new finishes 
to buyer demands.

Levi’s replaces 
workers with lasers 

LONDON – Up to 980 jobs could be cut at UK fashion group New Look as part of a rescue 
plan which will see it shut 60 stores and cut rent on nearly 400 shops. With 906 stores globally, 
New Look says it will close nearly 10 per cent of its 593-strong UK store estate in a company 
voluntary arrangement (CVA), a mechanism which enables a company to exit unprofitable 
branches and negotiate rent reductions on the remaining estate.

The company said the closures would lead to redundancies, although it would look to 
redeploy staff elsewhere within the business if possible.

BOSTON – The global apparel 
industry is responsible for 6.7 per 
cent of the world’s greenhouse gas 
emissions according to a landmark 
study. Researchers crunched key 
data metrics relating to the impact of 
different stages of apparel production 
and found fashion’s environmental 
footprint is increasing fast. Apparel’s 
climate change impact rose by 35 
per cent from 2005 to 2016 and will 
increase by another 49 per cent by 
2030 if the industry continues down its 
current path.

NGO ClimateWorks Foundation 
commissioned environmental 
sustainability experts Quantis to 
produce the research, which measures 
apparel’s environmental impact across 
seven stages, from fibre production/
material extraction to end-of-life. 
Indicators such as climate change, 
freshwater withdrawal and human 
health are all assessed.

Landmark study 
measures fashion 
eco footprint 

Fainting 
phenomenon 
investigated 
in Cambodia

BRUSSELS  – The EU has vowed to take 
a hardline approach to textile and apparel 
goods imported from non-EU manufacturers 
by ensuring they fully comply with REACH 
chemicals legislation. European policy 
makers, who say they want to ensure 
a level global playing field, made the 
announcement as the European Chemicals 
Agency announced the second Regulation 
on Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation 
and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) 
legislation review, which is now ten years 
old.

A raft of new measures have been proposed 
to further improve REACH’s impact. These are 
aimed at boosting the quality of registration 
dossiers submitted by chemicals companies, 
simplifying the authorisation process, and 

ensuring a level playing field between the 
EU and non-EU companies. The European 
Commission also wants to further support 
SMEs in their compliance and enhance 
enforcement by national authorities.

Internal Market and Industry Commissioner 
Elżbieta Bieńkowska said: “REACH is the most 
advanced and comprehensive chemical 
legislation in the world, and many other 
jurisdictions have followed the EU’s lead 
in regulating chemicals. EU industry now 
makes chemicals safer for citizens and the 
environment. We need to build on this 
success and ensure that EU manufacturers 
do not face competitive disadvantages 
compared to non-EU manufacturers, notably 
by making sure that imported goods comply 
with EU rules on chemicals.”

EU to boost textile 
chemical safety 

MAINE –US outdoor clothing business 
Ramblers Way has launched the first-ever 
Cradle to Cradle Certified organic wool 
clothing line. The brand is offering 16 styles, 
all certified at the Silver level – 10 for women 
and six for men – using the company’s ultra-
lightweight organic wool jersey in six low 
impact colours and silk thread.

“We’re extremely proud to receive C2C 
certification for our organic wool clothing as 
it serves as further proof that high-quality 
clothing can be made in harmony with 
nature,” said Tom Chappell, founder and CEO 
of Ramblers Way.

The independent C2C certification guides 
designers and manufacturers through an 
evaluation of each product component 
and stage of the supply chain in five 
environmental and social areas: material 
health, material reutilization, renewable 
energy and carbon management, water 
stewardship and social fairness.

WASHINGTON – The American Apparel 
& Footwear Association (AAFA) and 
the Fair Labor Association (FLA) have 
expressed concern that labour regulations 
in Myanmar don’t meet internationally 
accepted standards. In a letter to the 
Myanmar government they urged it to 
ensure current labour reform results in  
laws that are consistent with the 
conventions of the International Labour 
Organisation.

The letter says: “Reports from social 
partners in Myanmar indicate that recent 
drafts prepared by the Ministry of Labor, 

Immigration and Population, and by the 
Assembly of the Union, remain far from 
compliant with the minimum standards of 
the ILO fundamental conventions.

“We urge your government to work 
with the social partners and the ILO to 
ensure that any final laws comporm with 
international norms and best practices. 
And we urge the government to establish 
the appropriate capacity to enforce those 
laws.”

Myanmar recently increased its minimum 
wage by 33 per cent to US$80 per month.

US apparel groups urge  
Myanmar labour reform

InBrief
INDUSTRY NEWS AND RESEARCH

Ramblers Way 
launches C2C 
organic wool line

PHNOM PENH  – The alarming number 
of garment workers who faint in Cambodia’s 
garment factories – a phenomena which has 
been a source of considerable international 
debate - is to be thoroughly investigated for 
the first time by the country’s Labour Ministry.

Labour Minister Ith Samheng, chairman 
of the National Committee for Health and 
Work Safety, has set up a working group 
comprised of 32 stakeholders from the 
Labour Ministry, Health Ministry, National 
Social Security Fund, hospital official and the 
International Labour Organisation.

New Look plans  
to shed 980 jobs 

DHAKA –Women working in Bangladesh’s 
ready made garment (RMG) sector are 
regularly verbally and physically abused 
while often being denied basic employee 
rights, claims new research.

The report findings show female workers 
face an array of issues, with most of them 
experiencing verbal, mental, physical and 
sexual harassment from employers and 
colleagues.

A staggering 84 per cent reported 
experiencing verbal harassment, 71 per 
cent experienced mental harassment, 20 
per cent physical harassment, 12 per cent 
sexual harassment, and 52 per cent verbal 
harassment.

‘State of Rights Implementation of Women 
Ready-made Garment Workers’ was funded 
by Austrian Development Cooperation, 
Karmojibi Nari in collaboration with the 
European Union and CARE Bangladesh.

Bangladesh 
apparel sector 
failing women 
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MANCHESTER– New research suggests 
the amount of microplastics polluting the 
world’s oceans could be much greater 
than thought. A UK study uncovered 
the highest microplastic pollution ever 
recorded in a river close to Manchester in 
the North West of England.

Scientists tested river sediments at 40 
sites across Greater Manchester and 
found microplastics in abundance at each 
of of the sites. The researchers from the 
University of Manchester also showed that 
major floods in the North West in 2015-16 
flushed more than 40 billion pieces of 
microplastic into the sea.

Such a huge surge in the amount of 

microplastics from one river catchment 
in a single event led the scientists – 
whose findings are published in Nature 
Geoscience – to conclude that current 
estimates for the number of microplastic 
particles in the world’s oceans is greatly 
understated.

Microfibres which shed from clothing are 
the most abundant form of microplastic 
material found in the ocean, with some 
studies suggesting they may constitute up 
to 85 per cent.

The researchers said that in the worse 
hotspot, the River Tame, they found more 
than 500,000 microplastic particles per 
square metre in the top 10cm of river bed 

– the worst concentration ever reported 
and 50 per cent more than the previous 
record. But the researchers believe there 
may well be worse places in the UK – and 
indeed globally – where microplastic 
pollution is even more concentrated. “We 
don’t have much data for huge rivers in 
the global south, which may have so much 
more plastic in,” says the report.

Microplastics issue way 
worse than feared

JAVA – An Indonesian textile mill which 
allegedly polluted communities close to its 
site in Surakarta, Central Java, is facing the 
wrath of 100 lawyers who are preparing 
criminal and civil lawsuits on behalf of 
local residents. The lawyers, working under 
the auspices of the Indonesian Advocates 
Association, are calling for an investigation 
into alleged pollution by PT Rayon Utama 
Makmur (RUM).

The Semarang Legal Aid Institute (LBH) has 
previously supported local people detained 
by the Central Java Police over their protests 
against alleged pollution committed by 
PT RUM. The Indonesian Forum for the 
Environment (Walhi) and the Surakarta 
Muhammadiyah University’s (UMS) legal 
division have also said they will give legal 
assistance to protesters.

100 lawyers back residents 
in pollution battle 

The Citarum river in Indonesia, pictured, is one of the most polluted waterways in the world.

ARTEIXO – Spanish apparel retail giant 
Inditex has announced a 41 per cent jump 
in online sales for 2017. The company, which 
owns the Zara, Pull & Bear, Bershka and 
Massimo Dutti brands, says a tenth of its 
sales were online in 2017 – offering further 
evidence that fast fashion is increasingly 
moving online. Swedish competitor H&M 
has 12 per cent of sales online, while UK 
brand Next has 40 per cent online sales.

Inditex says that like-for-like sales, which 
excludes new store openings, were up by 
5 per cent while net sales were up 9 per 
cent. Profits after tax rose by 7 per cent, 
representing a healthy €3.37bn on revenues 
of €25.34bn.

The company’s 88,000 staff globally will 
share a €562m bonus pot.

Inditex says that at the end of the financial 
year, it has 7,475 stores worldwide, a net 
increase of 183 after it opened its first stores 
in Belarus and launched Zara online sales 
in India, Vietnam, Singapore, Thailand and 
Malaysia. 

Online  
sales surge  
at Inditex 
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