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Editorial
ow can we raise wages for 
garment sector workers? NGOs, 

politicians, academics, economists – 
all have grappled with this issue for 
years. Despite this, wages in the likes 
of Bangladesh, Myanmar and Vietnam 
remain pitifully low, both in real and 
nominal terms.

Like many, I have long-since assumed 
a living wage for garment workers 
will never happen. Lately, however, I 
have had cause to think again. As our 
interview on pp 40-41 shows, Industriall 
the global union is putting its own 
unique spin on the tried and tested 
mechanism of collective bargaining. 
First it facilitates talks between 
employers and unions to negotiate wage 
levels. Then - and here is why this might 
just work - it ties agreements on wages 
to brand sourcing commitments on 
price and volume.

The model is being trialled in Cambodia 
and Myanmar, with promising progress 
so far, and could be rolled out to 
Bangladesh. Let’s hope it can make a 
difference.

There is actually some irony here. While 
unions in the garment supply chains of 
South East Asia might finally be starting 
to gain some traction, their influence 
in the UK and US - the world’s first 
and third largest importers of clothing 
from Asia - is at its lowest ever level. 
It is common knowledge that workers 
at garment factories in Leicester, UK, 
are paid less than half the national 
minimum wage. Our small but growing 
garment sector serves ultra fast fashion 

brands such as Missguided and Boohoo. 
Sadly, there is not a union in sight.

Elsewhere in this issue look out for 
our cover story on what retailers do 
with unsold clothing stock. Burberry 
set the ball rolling on this issue when 
it unveiled it had incinerated millions 
of pounds worth of stock to protect its 
brand. This story would not go away 
for Burberry, and rightly so. Surely next 
year, it will simply give its excess stock to 
charity. Or burn it but not tell anybody 
(like other luxury brands do).

There has been much written about 
the Burberry furore, with some who 
really ought to know better trying to 
justify the company’s decision. Fashion 
Revolution founder Orsola de Castro 
thankfully brought some common sense 
to proceedings. “The clothing they have 
burned, the story they have buried,” she 
told us in a fascinating interview  
(pp 26-27).

De Castro has visited countless garment 
factories researching this issue, and 
is adamant stock incineration is 
widespread, across all strata of the 
fashion industry. 

Burberry, then, has simply become 
a lightning rod for an industry-wide 
problem, though it’s strangely hard to 
have much sympathy. 

Enjoy the read 
 

Brett Mathews 
Editor 
Email: brett@apparelinsider.com
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Mixed messages 

TOKYO - Clean Clothes Campaign is continuing its campaign to pressure Japanese fast fashion 
retailer Uniqlo to compensate 2,000 Indonesian workers who lost their jobs when the factory 
they worked for – a former Uniqlo supplier – went bust.

The ongoing dispute has now been going on for four years, with workers fighting US$5.5m 
they are owed in lost wages and unpaid severance.

The length of the dispute and publicity it has generated offers evidence of the potential brand 
damage faced by fashion retailers if they cut and run from suppliers.

We actually have some sympathy for Uniqlo here, but what price brand reputation? Maybe it 
should have just paid up to begin with.

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

GLOBAL - This summer’s drought has had 
a serious impact on apparel supply chains. 
Reports suggest the West Texas cotton belt, 
said to be the world’s most productive area 
for the crop, is brown, cracked and dusty, 
with dryness so bad that close to half of the 
state’s crop is in poor or very poor condition, 
according to US government data. About 4.5 
million acres of the fibre are planted in the 
region, and more than half depends on rain 
because it isn’t irrigated. 

In Australia, wool production is forecast to 
fall by 5.7 per cent for the 2018/19 season as 
ongoing drought conditions hit output and 
wool cuts. The Australian Wool Production 
Forecasting Committee said the fall reflects 
an expected reduction in both the number 
of sheep shorn and average wool cuts 

per head as a result of the dry seasonal 
conditions across most of the country. 
Australia produces 90 per cent of the world’s 
apparel wool.

In Europe, international chemical group 
Solvay has said it expects its polyamides 
activities to be temporarily impacted 
by the severe drop in water levels along 
the Rhine river following the persistent 
heat and drought in Central Europe. The 
situation is affecting raw material supplies 
and is generating production losses of 
intermediates required for the company’s 
nylon supply chains. 

If this summer’s drought is linked to climate 
change – and the jury is still out – the 
apparel industry has some serious issues on 
its hands moving forwards.

LONDON - Dominic Chappell 
purchased BHS from Sir Phillip Green 
for £1 in 2015 following an audit by 
PwC. A year later, the business went into 
administration, but not before the serial 
bankrupt had extracted £1.5m from it. 
11,000 jobs were lost and there was a 
£571m pension deficit.

A leaked report by the Financial 
Reporting Council has since claimed 
the audit by PwC was “incomplete, 
inaccurate and misleading.” PwC has 
already been fined £10m by the FRC in 
relation to the audit.

The Pensions Regulator has dropped all 
action against Sir Philip, but only after 
the Topshop boss contributed £363m to 
the BHS pension fund black hole.

The Pension Regulator now claims 
Chappell knew BHS was bust when he 
bought it. Chappell himself blames the 
discredited PwC audit. PwC claim their 
audit had no bearing on the collapse. 

Business bodies in the UK often claim 
the regulatory environment is too tight. 
If ever a case showed how misguided 
such a standpoint is, this is it.

A tawdry 
affair 

LONDON - Almost one in ten Brits have revealed they have bought clothes online to 
wear once with the aim of posting a photo to social media and subsequently returning 
their purchases. The figure rises to almost one in five among 35-44 year olds (17 per 
cent), the biggest percentage of any age group, according to alarming new research.

A survey of 2,002 adults by Barclaycard showed male shoppers outnumbered women, 
although the survey omits teenagers, a huge demographic for Instagram.

Barclaycard blames try “before you buy” policies at online retailers, which sees people 
only having to pay for clothing they ordered online after they’ve tried it on at home.

Considering that much of this returned clothing won’t be resalable through traditional 
channels and may go to waste, this seemingly lighthearted story has some quite serious 
unintended consequences.

A nation of narcissists

Feeling the heat 

STOCKHOLM - H&M has called for the 
global apparel industry to join forces 
in facing up to the global water crisis. 
“Water is one of the greatest challenges 
humanity faces,” the company said, 
during World Water Week. The call 
came during a week when the World 
Bank also issued a new report outlining 
the huge threat to communities and 
the economy posed by the current 
water crisis in the Middle East and 
North America.

H&M is quite vocal on the issue of water 
scarcity. The business has a global 
partnership with WWF – the first of its 
kind in the fashion industry – and also 
works with other brands within the 
Swedish Textile Water Initiative.

We welcome H&M’s work with the WWF. 
But we’d welcome it even more if the 
company shifted to a slower fashion 
model, for fast fashion is part of the 
problem, not the solution, where water 
scarcity is concerned.

NAYPYIDAW - A major new UN report 
has concluded that Myanmar’s military 
leaders, including its top commander, need 
to be further investigated and potentially 
prosecuted for genocide, crimes against 
humanity, and war crimes against Rohingya 
Muslims. The report follows a fact-finding 
mission and comes in the wake of a violent 
crackdown last year which forced more than 
half a million refugees to flee to neighbouring 
Bangladesh. 

Sources in Myanmar tell us brands are 
monitoring the situation closely. Moreover, 
further unrest in the country raises the 
spectre of the reimposition of economic 
sanctions.

That’s all well and good. But where will brands 
move sourcing to? China is slowly shifting 
out of textiles and, in any case, its labour costs 
are way higher than Myanmar. Bangladesh 
continues to tread a fine line around labour 
rights issues and is being monitored by the 
EU in respect of its continued eligibility for 
GSP trade benefits. Ditto Cambodia. Turkey 
has major issues with unregulated migrant 
labour (not to mention an ongoing currency 
crisis which has hammered the Turkish Lira). 
Vietnam will take basic garment production 
but is not so keen on the polluting dyeing 
and finishing parts.

The list goes on and as it does so, re-shoring 
starts to look an increasingly logical option.

The case for re-shoring

Uniqlo’s PR disaster

“In Australia, wool production is forecast to fall  
by 5.7 per cent for the 2018/19 season as ongoing 
drought conditions hit output and wool cuts”

Ethiopia needs  
to get real
ADDIS ABABA - We said last issue that 
Ethiopia’s textile industry is being over-
hyped. Now news reaches us that the 
country’s textile and garment sectors 
achieved less than half (46 per cent) of 
their export target for the 2017-2018 fiscal 
year. Our sources suggest growth is being 
hampered by a range of factors, including 
very low productivity levels, poor training, 
high staff turnover, technical shortcomings 
and chronically low wages.

Ethiopia’s government is starting to 
look silly with its preposterous claims 
of US$30bn in textile exports by 2025. 
The country desperately needs inward 
investment to grow its textile industry, but 
why should they take Ethiopia seriously 
when the government’s projections look 
like they’ve come from la la land?
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Are animal derived fibres facing 
an existential threat? In our 
last issue we reported how 
the mohair sector of South 
Africa was in free-fall after 
a People for the Ethical 
Treatment of Animals (Peta) 
exposé saw brands cutting 
ties. Since then ASOS, one of 
the world’s fastest growing online 
apparel retailers, has announced it will 
ban cashmere, silk, and down across its 
entire platform by the end of January 2019.

While this isn’t a massive deal in terms of 
fibre volumes, it offers a very clear indication 
of which way the wind is blowing on this 
issue. We expect other brands to follow 
ASOS’ decision, which won it some cheap PR 
and also gets Peta off its back.

The question is, where is all of this heading? 
Is the global down industry under serious 
threat? And what about wool?

What is most alarming for brands using such 
fibres is that Peta has found itself on the 
right side of a very strong environmental 
argument. Consider the following: a paper 
published in Science earlier this year claimed 
that animal farming takes up 83 per cent of 
the world’s agricultural land, but delivers 
just 18 per cent of our calories. It suggested 
that a plant-based diet cuts the use of land 
by 76 per cent and halves greenhouse 
gases and other pollution caused by food 
production. In short, from an environmental 
point of view, land should be used for crop 
production.

A robust argument for vegetarianism, for 
sure. But what does this have to do with 
apparel? This is where Peta finds itself well 
placed to make its case for vegetarianism 
while also firing a powerful shot across the 
bows of the animal-derived fibres sectors.

We caught up with Peta’s director of 
corporate projects, Yvonne Taylor, and put 

it to her that by encouraging people not to 
wear animal derived fibres, Peta is pushing 
them towards polyester and cotton – both 
of which have their own sustainability 
challenges.

Her answer gave a clue as to Peta’s change 
of tack on such issues. She said: “… 
production of animal-derived materials is 
also an environmental nightmare, sharing 
responsibility for the damage caused by 
animal agriculture.

“Farming billions of animals for their skin, 
hair, feathers, flesh, milk, or eggs requires 
massive quantities of water and grain, which 
are scarce in much of the world. Animals on 
factory farms produce 130 times as much 
excrement as the entire human population – 
without the benefit of waste treatment plants. 
Fossil fuels, just like those that go into making 
plastics, are used throughout this process: 
you need a heck of a lot of oil to grow and 
process the crops that are fed to animals.”

Taylor also pointed towards a United Nations 
report which suggested animal agriculture is 
a leading cause of climate change.

We checked this out ourselves and, sure 
enough, it’s there in black and white. Peta has 
won hearts and minds over the years with its 
powerful exposés on animal cruelty. But, as 
indicated above, it is now combining such 
an approach with the backing of scientific 
evidence about how animal rearing has a 
major impact on climate change – and the 
contribution of animal fibres to that process.

The down, silk, wool and cashmere sectors 
all need to think long and hard about how 
they are going to defend themselves moving 
forwards, providing the kind of robust, 
credible, science-based arguments which 
will increasingly be required to defend 
themselves as Peta broadens its scope. 

Peta is not everybody’s cup of tea but it – and 
its millions of social media followers – are 
not going away any time soon.

Animal fibres under threat  
as Peta broadens scope

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

CALIFORNIA – US outdoor brand, 
Patagonia, has announced that all its key 
wool partners will now have to meet its 
own stringent internal standards for wool 
production. The standards are contained 
in the Patagonia Wool Standards (PWS) 
which includes additional animal welfare 
requirements beyond Textile Exchange’s 
Responsible Wool Standard (RWS), relating 
to on-land transportation and off-farm 
slaughter.

Patagonia made the announcement as 
it updated its wool sourcing strategy, 
which had ground to a halt in 2015 after 
the business stopped buying wool from 
the Ovis 21 network of farms in Argentina 
after animal rights activists released videos 
of workers there slashing and stabbing 

lambs with knives. At that time, Patagonia 
said it had taken a decision to put a pause 
on its wool sourcing, “until we can assure 
our customers of a verifiable process that 
ensures the humane treatment of animals.”

We are all for stringent standards where 
animal rights are concerned. But several 
people we have spoken to in the industry 
tell us Patagonia’s standards set the bar 
unreasonably high, and that the RWS is more 
than sufficient. Moreover, we remain puzzled 
to this day as to why Patagonia cut ties with 
Ovis 21, a progressive organisation which 
was trying to do the right thing by animals.

We are fans of Patagonia but do wonder if it 
is in danger of becoming houlier-than-thou 
on such issues.

KIGALI –  A couple of years ago, the 
Textile Recycling Association warned 
against moves by African states to ban 
the import of used clothing. While such 
moves are designed to support local 
textile markets, the TRA said many 
customers would not purchase locally 
produced clothing because it would be 
far too expensive compared to second 
hand imports.

It would seem the TRA was right. New 
reports from Rwanda suggest locally 
produced products and Chinese 
clothing imports, which have replaced 
second-hand clothing imports, are being 
snubbed by locals as they offer limited 
choice in quality, price and uniqueness.

That’s unfortunate, as Rwanda appears 
to have made its bed on this issue. 
Indeed, the US has become frustrated at 
Rwanda’s decision to ban used clothing 
imports and retaliated by suspending 
the country’s application of duty-free 
treatment for all AGOA-eligible goods in 
the apparel sector from Rwanda.

The Rwandan Government has said 
it will cover tax obligations for local 
textile exporters to ensure they are not 
adversely affected by the suspension of 
duty-free access to the US market under 
the AGOA framework. But how long can 
it do this for?

Careful what 
you wish for 

Patagonia raises bar  
– but is it too high? 

LEICESTER – It is decades since the UK 
had a major problem with pollution from 
textile dyeing, but recent reports suggests 
an issue which many assumed had been 
exported to Asia is rearing its head again. 
UK government officials have announced 
that Leicester-based business Euro Dyers 
Ltd has been ordered to pay £59,259 after 
operating an illegal textile dye house in a 
residential area.

The business had to pay a fine of £40,000 
and costs of £19,084 alongside a £175 victim 
surcharge. 

We expect to see more of this kind of thing 
moving forwards. Leicester has become the 
UK’s key textile hub and provides a sourcing 
spot for ultra-fast fashion, near-sourcing 
brands such as Boohoo and Missguided. 
Yet large parts of the industry are poorly 
regulated, while responsible operators 
complain of being undercut by textile units 
paying below the minimum wage.

It’s an age-old story. Wherever you produce 
textiles in the world, cowboys will find a way to 
make hay, for creating regulations is one thing, 
enforcing them is a different matter entirely.

Reshoring brings some home truths 

With Peta finding itself on the right side of the climate change argument,  
animal-derived fibres sectors need to consider how best to defend their ground

“Production of animal-derived materials is also an 
environmental nightmare, sharing responsibility for the 
damage caused by animal agriculture”
Yvonne Taylor, director of corporate projects, Peta
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AMSTERDAM – Greenpeace has labelled 
polyester the “Achilles heel of fast fashion,” 
in a new report which reflects on the impact 
of its Detox campaign. The report highlights 
the progress of 80 brands which signed up to 
the Detox Campaign by pledging to remove 
potentially hazardous chemicals from supply 
chains by 2020.

Perhaps more interestingly, it also looks ahead 
to what it believes to be the fashion industry’s 
next major challenge – overconsumption.

The report says: “Consumption of clothing is 
projected to rise further, from 62 million tons 
in 2017 to 102 million tons in 2030,  
an increase of 63 per cent.

“Textile-to-textile recycling is not yet 
mainstream practice and promoting the 
circularity myth that clothes could be ‘infinitely 

recycled,’ as well as failing to acknowledge that 
recycling also has environmental impacts, may 
even be increasing guilt-free consumption.”

Whether you agreed with its goals or not, there 
is no denying Greenpeace’s Detox campaign 
was brilliantly executed. Let’s hope it can set its 
sights on fast fashion with similar conviction.

BERLIN – It appears international 
governments are finally waking up 
to the huge and serious limitations 
of the textile auditing industry. 
Germany’s Ministry of Economic 
Affairs has now called for reform 
of textile factory audits, including 
greater transparency of audit 
reports and stronger worker 
involvement.

The comments were made in 
a statement by the Ministry’s 
German National Contact Point 
(NCP) on the OECD Guidelines 
for Multinational Enterprises 
in respect of the Rana Plaza 
proceeding against the auditing 
company TÜV Rheinland.

German technical inspection 
company TÜV Rheinland audited 
the Phantom Apparel Ltd 
production facilities just a few 
months before the Rana Plaza 
catastrophe at which the business 
was based. It has been claimed 
the German certification company 
failed to address building safety 
and construction flaws and that 
a number of other problems 
were not inspected adequately. 
TÜV Rheinland was appointed 
as auditor by a member of the 
Business Social Compliance 
Initiative (BSCI).

Have either of these parties ever 
taken any responsibility on this 
issue? We’re not sure we need to 
answer that question.

Passing  
the buck

HONG KONG – A group of leading luxury 
brands, including Kering, Ralph Lauren, PVH 
Corp and Louis Vuitton, have come together 
to look at how they can future-proof their 
businesses against disruptive global trends – 
including, intriguingly, rising inequality. The 
15 luxury companies are collaborating under 
the BSR’s Responsible Luxury Initiative (ReLI) to 
develop a “sustainable pathway for the future 
of luxury.”

The businesses have also launched a new 
report entitled ‘Disrupting Luxury: Creating 
Resilient Businesses in Times of Rapid Change.’ 

We can’t really fathom what this initiative is all 
about, but one thing in the report caught our 
eye, namely the suggestion that the brands will 
look at how they can foster “inclusive luxury.”

Inclusive luxury? Does that mean lower prices 
for Louis Vuitton handbags? Apparently not. 
A spokesperson from BSR told us: “… luxury 
brands can be inclusive through efforts to 
preserve livelihoods linked to precious raw 
materials, such as support of cashmere goat 
herders who are threatened by the effects 
of climate change or celebrating ethnic, age 
and sexual diversity on the runway and in 
marketing campaigns.”

Mmm. We prefer the take of famous Scottish 
economist Adam Smith on such collaborations. 
In his iconic ‘Wealth of Nations’ book he said: 
“People of the same trade seldom meet 
together, even for merriment and diversion, 
but the conversation ends in a conspiracy 
against the public, or in some contrivance to 
raise prices.”

Greenpeace eyes fast fashion 
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Inclusive luxury  
and other myths 

Two victims of Rana Plaza
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continued

coverstory

our Renew line,” she said.

US casual brand, Gap Inc, said its 
brands sell excess inventory through 
its Kentucky National Recovery 
Center or donate excess product to 
local nonprofits in partnership with 
Good360. “Occasionally, product may 
be destroyed if it poses a risk to human 
health, such as product damaged by 
fire,” a spokesperson added.

Finally in the US, a Nike spokesperson 
told us: “When product does not meet 
our standards to restock, we either 
recycle it, donate it, or it is disposed 
of.”

In Europe, C&A told us it follows 
the EU waste management hierarchy 
(Directive 2008/98/EC on waste). 
“Destroying over-capacities to 
protect the brand, its reputation or 
the company’s price policy is not and 
has never been the C&A approach,” a 
company spokesperson said.

Italian business Benetton, meanwhile, 
told us it sells excess stock through 

Was Burberry’s  
mistake being honest?
In the wake of recent revelations that luxury UK 
apparel brand, Burberry, had incinerated £28.6m of 
unsold stock, one phrase kept coming up time and 
again: “This is an industry-wide issue.” But is that 
really the case? BRETT MATHEWS tried to find out

e approached 30 apparel brands 
and retailers, and asked them 

all the same three questions. These 
were: what is their policy on apparel 
stock destruction? Do they publicly 
reveal how much stock they destroy 
annually? And do they believe stock 
destruction is ever justifiable?

The first two are fairly simple, 
innocuous questions – or so we 
thought. A number of brands took 
weeks to get back to us before opting 
for a “no comment.” Others, mainly 
luxury brands, stonewalled. Several 
brands called us for an, “off the record” 
chat, telling us what we needed to 
know - but suggesting we couldn’t 
print it. And some brands appeared 
quite put out that we were asking such 
questions.

Our favourite response, however, 
was from somebody who is very well 
known in apparel sustainability circles 
and a regular speaker on such issues. 
The business he works for also talks 
a great game on sustainability. So 
what does his organisation do with its 
unused clothing? His response: “We 
have no desire to engage at this time.”

Thankfully, plenty of brands are much 
more transparent in this area, and were 
actually quite candid on this important 
environmental issue.

Eileen Fisher was one of only three US 
brands which would talk to us on this 
issue. Amy Hall, the company’s vice 
president, told us the business would 
never destroy unused or damaged 
stock. “We find a way to sell it - or 
remake it into new products through 

W
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The companies below declined to comment:

Patagonia, VF Corporation, Stella McCartney,  
Levi Strauss, Ralph Lauren, Puma.

The companies below ignored our emails:

Arcadia, Adidas, Bestseller,  Filippa K, Hugo Boss, 
Tommy Hilfiger, Kering, Uniqlo, Valentino, M&S.

We contacted named representatives or press departments at 30 apparel brands  
over July and August 2018 and asked them what they did with unsold clothing

What do brands do with 
unsold retail apparel?

Company: Response:

Eileen Fisher (USA) “Finds a way” to sell stock or remakes it into new products via its Renew line.

Gap Inc (USA) Gap brands and franchisees sell excess inventory through its Kentucky National Recovery Center or 
donate excess product to local non-profits in partnership with Good360.  
Product destroyed if it poses a risk to human health.

Nike (USA) Product is recycled, donated or destroyed when it doesn’t meet company standards to restock.

C&A (Germany) Follows EU Waste Management hierarchy. Says it never destroys unsold apparel.

Benetton (Italy) Garments not sold in main stores go to outlets or via other charitable donations.

Inditex (Spain) Inditex says it never destroys unsold apparel. Donates some apparel to NGOs and uses some in its  
Zara recycled collection.

H&M (Sweden) Only destroys products that have failed to fulfil safety regulations and which cannot be re-used or recycled.

Lindex (Finland) Most leftover stock goes to charity organisations. On occasion, garments which are  
unsellable due to high chemical content are incinerated.

Otto Group (Germay) Said it never destroys stock, and places unsold textiles into the charity sector.

Primark (Eire) In UK unsold clothing and buying samples to charity Newlife. Also partners with a not-for-profit in US.

Target Corp (USA) Attempts to divert waste from landfill through salvage, donations, organics, re-used or recycling. 

Esprit (Hong Kong) Resells unsold stock through different channels. Stock which poses a safety concern incinerated in 
country of origin.

outlets or donates it to charity.

The world’s largest retailer, Inditex - 
owner of Zara - said it never destroys 
unsold clothing, preferring to donate 
it to NGOs or, in some cases, recycling 
clothing as part of its ‘garments with a 
past’ collection. 

H&M told us the only products it 
destroys are those that have failed to 
fulfil safety regulations and which 
cannot be re-used or recycled. These 
are sent for destruction. “This is 
extremely rare and would only ever 
occur as an absolute last resort,” 
a spokesperson told us. “In 2017 
0.055 per cent of our total product 
assortment was destroyed due to 
products being deemed unsafe.”

Stock safety was also mentioned by 
another European brand, Lindex. 
The Finnish retailer told us the vast 
majority of its leftover stock goes 
to charity organisations, most of 
it to one main partner. The only 
exception is when the business ends 
up with garments that are unsellable 
due to a high chemical content (of a 
certain chemical). Such garments are 
incinerated.

Hong Kong headquartered Esprit 
Group told us that garments that 
cannot be sold through its own retail 
and e-commerce channels within 
a certain sales period are generally 
sent to outlets, while unsold items 
from outlets or items with quality 
defects are delivered back to the 
closest distribution center. Added 
the business: “Only in rare situations 
of product safety issues we evaluate 
case by case and try to find the most 
responsible solution. If destruction 
must occur, they are destroyed in 
the country of production under 
strict third party supervision and in 
accordance with Esprit environmental 
directives.”

A representative from rapidly growing 
British online retailer, ASOS, contacted 
us from their vacation to explain that 
for unsold stock, it follows the waste 
hierarchy of reduce, reuse and recycle, 
“working with commercial partners 
to resell stock we don’t need, and 
donating unused samples to charity.”

Also from the UK, Primark said all 
its unsold products and samples go 
to charity, Newlife in the UK and 
K.I.D.S./Fashion Delivers in the US.

Finally in Europe, Bestseller said 
excess stock is either resold, donated 
or sent to reuse or recycling, while 
stock which can’t be sold due to safety 
concerns is incinerated.

Of the remaining businesses, 
Patagonia, VF Corp, Stella McCartney, 
Levi Strauss, Ralph Lauren and 
Puma all declined to comment, while 
Arcadia, Adidas, Filippa K, Hugo Boss, 
Tommy Hilfiger, Kering and Uniqlo all 
failed to respond to our emails.

Target Corp, meanwhile, sent us a 
link on its website which told us that 
in 2017, it diverted 74 per cent of its 
retail waste from landfills through 
salvage, donations, organics, reuse or 
recycling. 75 per cent of how much? 
What proportion of this was clothing? 
The company told us it had “no further 
information” to share.

So what now? Well, we’re not a 
campaigning organisation by any 
means - there are plenty of NGOs 
doing a far better job than we could on 
that front. But we strongly feel this is 
one area where brands do need to be 
transparent. We believe it is incredibly 
poor form for a brand to decline to 
comment or ignore media requests for 
information on this issue.

We also find it hard to accept that 
destroying apparel products is 
justifiable in any circumstances 
(although if stock has too high a 
chemical content, that is arguably a 
separate area which needs addressing 
in supply chains).

We purposefully carried this issue on 
our Twitter feed for several days, and 
people of all persuasions were appalled 
at the idea of burning wearable 
clothing. Brands would do well to 
remember that young consumers - 
millennials, centennials - are more 
environmentally aware and conscious 
of sustainability issues than previous 
generations.

There is one final point worth noting. 
Brands are under no legal obligation 
to publish information on this issue - 
hence many were happy to stonewall 
us. 

This lack of accountability and 
transparency leads to the rather grim 
conclusion that Burberry’s biggest 
mistake in this whole affair was being 
honest.

That can’t be right.
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In 2011 the UK government placed an obligation 
on everyone in England and Wales involved in 
the production or management of waste to apply 
the waste hierarchy. The hierarchy gives waste 
prevention the highest priority, followed by reuse, 
recycling, energy recovery and disposal.

Businesses can depart from the normal priority order 
“so as to achieve the best overall environmental 
outcome where this is justified by life-cycle thinking 
on the overall impacts of the generation and 
management of the waste.”

It would be useful to the industry as a whole if 
Burberry published its reasoning for sending this 
stock to incineration. However, it seems unlikely 
that Burberry’s deviation from the waste hierarchy 
is readily justified on such grounds, in which case it 
may not have been lawful.

Maybe the issue is lack of awareness, but businesses 
should not be able to protest ignorance. All 
commercial waste they generate must be covered 
by a waste transfer note, and on each note they 
must declare that they have applied the waste 
hierarchy. Apparently they’re doing this without 
understanding what it means. The result is that a 
potentially powerful piece of legislation becomes 
merely a tick-box exercise.

Is stock  
incineration 
even legal?
PETER JONES, principal 
consultant, Eunomia Research & 
Consulting, looks at the legal issues 
of clothing waste

Peter Jones

M E D I A  C O M M E N T
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Many thought UK-grown Merino wool was a thing of the past - but one sheep farmer 
had different ideas. BRETT MATHEWS caught up with the indomitable Lesley Prior

Sheep farming might not sound 
particularly grand, yet at its sharp, 
commercial end, this is a seriously 
sophisticated industry. How can 
Merino sheep, a breed known by 
most of us for their prevalence in the 
Southern Hemisphere, survive here 
in the – usually! – moderate climate 
of the UK?

“It’s all down to using the correct 
genetics,” Prior tells us. “There’s a 
Merino for every reason and every 
season. There are different types and 
strains – just like cashmere goats.

“Merinos were originally a European 
breed. They were first introduced 
in to the UK in the 1780s and were 
successfully bred here until the late 
19th/early 20th C when our colony 
in Australia took over our fine wool 
production and we concentrated on 
feeding our cities and towns with 
sheep meat. Every other European 
country retains its Merino sheep to 
this day.”

Prior’s farm now has more than  
250 Merino sheep, while this is  
an amazing achievement in itself, 
we also know that production on 
this scale is minuscule when set 
against the major Merino 
sheep production centres of 
the world.

Could this picture 
change? And are there 
plans to scale? Growth is 
not as simple as it might sound 
to the layperson, and the flock is 
certainly not going to double in 
numbers from one season to the next 
(as one might rationally assume). In 
short, only the best can be bred.

ou know you’re dealing with a 
sheep farmer when a reply to 

one of your emails lands at 0534am. 
That said, we would contend that 
Lesley Prior is no ordinary farmer, 
for what she has achieved in Devon, 
on the south coast of England, is 
something quite remarkable. From 
there, Lesley’s farm is now supplying 
Mongolian grade cashmere and 
merino wool to high end apparel 
brands, with the wool produced 
in Devon and processed in God’s 
Own Country (otherwise known 
as Yorkshire to us natives). This is a 
UK affair - albeit with a decidedly 
Australian twist.

Prior’s extraordinary story is 
a testament to how far belief, 
commitment, endeavour and 
intelligence can take one in the face 
of seemingly insurmountable odds.

We came across Prior’s work while 
interviewing Finisterre (see interview 
pp 30-31), whose owner casually 
mentioned that the surf brand 
sourced its merino wool from the 
UK. Not aware that the UK was still 
producing merino wool – too cold, 
surely? - we approached Prior to find 
out more.

“We started in 2004 with some 
Merinos which derived from stock 
imported in the 1950s,” she told us. 
“They were small, with poor fleeces 
and deeply uncommercial. We did 
our best to make something of them 
but realised eventually that they 
were a dead end. From 2012 we have 
been importing new genetics from 
Australia into the UK with great 
success.”

Y

Lesley with Merino ewes

“There’s a 
Merino for 
every reason 
and every 
season. There 
are different 
types and 
strains – just 
like cashmere 
goats

“

Discover more

www.bowmontuk.com (wool and cashmere);  
www.tellenby.com (Merino stud). 
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work excluding our trips to source 
the stock. If you don’t understand 
what you need and what you are 
looking at out there, you can waste 
your money very easily.”

This is, of course, serious money, 
and the decision to invest in Merino 
production in the UK at a time 
when nobody else was interested 
undoubtedly represented a huge risk. 
But it is one which is now paying 
huge dividends, not just in terms of 
business viability but also national 
and international recognition.

Moreover, Prior and her team are 
thinking ahead and looking to the 
bigger picture. “We also act as a trial 
ground for new Australian genetics,” 
she tells us. “If they work for us they 
will work anywhere in Europe pretty 
much. We are an Export Health 
Status unit and are able to send sheep 
on into Europe. 

“Each year we get many enquiries 
from continental growers wanting 
new Australian genetics that 
have first been tried and tested in 
European conditions. We can’t spare 
very many at all so we have a queue 
developing.”

There is also a queue developing for 
that thing many of us assumed was 
a thing of the past - UK produced 
Merino wool. Finisterre is Prior’s sole 
customer at the moment and takes all 
her farm can produce.

Other interested brands might wish 
to form an orderly line.

Prior says: “We are growing as fast 
as we can. But sheep only breed 
once a year and it’s quality which 
is key. Some people would just 
breed anything with anything to get 
hooves on the ground. We don’t. We 
go through a painstaking selection 
process each year and only our best 
sheep join the breeding group each 
season.

“The rest are not discarded – they 
are still excellent wool growers but 
just don’t have what it takes to pass 
on their genes. So although the flock 
grows each year, it’s steady growth 
based on quality.”

It is in the breeding where the 
Australian connection comes in. 
We sent our finest merino sheep to 
Australia more than a century ago, 
and now we want them back – or 
their genetics, anyway.

Prior tells us: “We have made several 
trips to Australia to select sheep 
for our breeding programme and 
work closely with a stud master out 
there who helps us make the right 
choices. We grow a very traditional, 
Superfine, Italian spinners type wool 
and don’t want to move away from 
that. This year we have a large new 

infusion of Australian genetics to use 
which is, as you can imagine, hugely 
expensive. 

“Cost is the major constraint. We 
have invested tens of thousands 
of pounds over the last eight years 
improving the flock to where we are 
today. We are the only wool growers 
in Europe to be members of the 
Australian Superfine Wool Producers 
Association. Our sheep are regularly 
looked over by visiting Australian 
stud classers and wool graders to 
make sure we keep going in the 
right direction. We have a clear set 
of breeding objectives which guides 
everything we do.”

Because the importation of live sheep 
from Australia is not allowed, Prior’s 
farm imports semen and embryos. 
She adds: “We choose them ourselves 
in conjunction with our Australian 
advisor. We visit the properties and 
get hands on with the sheep and 
wool. We are looking for a very 
particular type of Merino which we 
know works well here. This year we 
will spend nearly £60,000 on the 

Genetics ingenuity behind 
UK Merino wool farming

“We are growing 
as fast as we 
can. But sheep 
only breed once 
a year and it’s 
quality which 
is key. Some 
people would 
just breed 
anything with 
anything to get 
hooves on the 
ground. 
We don’t

“
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in development, we’ve seen a huge 
industry demand for textile to textile 
recycling solutions, which many brands 
are making sweeping commitments 
around, in terms of future circular/
recycled raw materials sourcing targets. 
Yet it’s been surprisingly difficult 
to find those willing to put finance 
towards solutions that can actually help 
to deliver those goals.”

On this front, it is notable that as well 
as fashion retailer H&M, Worn Again’s 
work has now also been joined by 
other new partners, including Sulzer 
Chemtech, one of the world’s largest 
chemical engineering companies; 
Mexico based Himes Corporation, 
a garment manufacturer; Directex, 
a textiles producer, and Miroslava 
Duma’s Future Tech Lab. The business 
now has a serious, credible partner and 
investor network behind it.

Worn Again is also, successfully, 
addressing other issues highlighted 
above. Rhoades told us: “Central 
to the original design brief for the 
chemistry and process behind our 
technology is the need for it to be able 
to deliver outputs which compare in 
quality and compete on price with 
virgin equivalent raw materials, once 
industrialised.

ONDON – UK tech business 
Worn Again has told Apparel 

Insider it is confident its futuristic 
textile recycling technology will be able 
to demonstrate cost effectiveness at 
scale. It is claimed that Worn Again’s 
technology can take used polyester, 
cotton or a blend of the two, put 
then through its patented chemical 
recycling process, and provide virgin 
equivalent PET resin and/or cellulosic 
pulp equivalent to that of dissolving 
wood pulp. Perhaps most significantly, 
the outputs are said to compare with 
their virgin equivalents in terms of 
quality and, it is claimed, will be price 
competitive once commercialised.

Worn Again, which has been around 
for several years – and at one point 
appeared to have slipped off the textile 
recycling radar – says it has now hit its 
£5m investment target to accelerate its 
polymer recycling technology.

This is the most pertinent point here. 
We’ve come across plenty of research 
papers over the past five years in 

which scientists or PHd students 
have demonstrated the separation 
of cotton-polyester blends in the lab, 
generally using ionic liquids (salt in a 
liquid state). As science goes, this is not 
particularly cutting edge.

The missing link, however, has 
always been money. Backers for such 
technology are few and far between 
for several reasons, perhaps the most 
obvious of which is that this whole 
area is such a leap of faith. Can lab 
results be replicated, cost effectively, 
at scale? Will there be a market 
demand for the newly created fibres? 
Where will feedstock come from? 
How challenging will it be to set up a 
supply chain infrastructure for such 
a process? Which fibre makers are 
willing to get involved?

CEO, Cyndi Rhoades acknowledges 
finance has been a major hurdle. She 
says: “The task of finance raising has 
been just as challenging, if not more, 
than the technology itself! We’re not 
alone on this. Like other innovations 

L

“We have no 
interest in 
producing 
premium price 
outputs which 
remain a niche 
market and 
more expensive 
than virgin 
prices

“

Pioneering technology business Worn Again claims to be able to  
fully recycle cotton-polyester blends – and is confident it can replicate  
its promising lab results on a commercial scale

We love

“We have no interest in producing 
premium price outputs which remain 
a niche market and more expensive 
than virgin prices. The industry is 
crying out for one thing: textiles 
to textiles raw materials recycling 
solutions that can deliver cost 
competitive ‘circular’ raw materials 
to go into clothing and apparel. We 
have been working closely with the 
industry from very early on and have 
understood this to be an essential 
parameter, unlike other costly 
processes in the past which have 
not succeeded in creating a real and 
competitive alternative to virgin raw 
materials.”

Rhoades tells us Worn Again is using 
its own patented protic ionic liquids 
which are well known and widely 
reported in the literature as being 
significantly cheaper than conventional 
ionic liquids. “Regardless, solvent 
recovery is key to commercial viability 
at scale and is a crucial aspect of our 
developments as we scale the process 
industrially,” she adds.

In terms of timescales, Rhoades says 
the first industrial demonstration plant 
will be launched in 2021 with full 
commercialisation to follow soon after.

Probed further on the scaling issue, 
Rhoades added: “Feasibility studies 
on our process are carried out at 
each stage in developments and 
have provided a clear indication that 
this will be achievable for our two 
outputs, virgin equivalent PET resin 
and cellulosic pulp equivalent to that 
of dissolving wood pulp, even in 

comparison to historical market lows 
for both of these commodities.

“However, achieving the goal of virgin 
cost competitiveness is not just about 
the processing cost. Being able to deal 
with blended fibres to produce dual 
outputs and the cost of ‘feedstock’, or 
inputs into our process, are equally 
important. Our feedstock specification 
is textiles made up of pure polyester, 
pure cotton and/or any combination of 
the two, with a tolerance of up to 20 per 
cent ‘other’, i.e. wool, nylon, elastane, 
etc. This feedstock specification 
represents about 80 per cent of clothing 
and apparel made today.”

Staying on the issue of feedstock, this is 
an area Worn Again has clearly given 
strong consideration to. Adds Rhoades: 
“Understanding what gets collected in 
the end of use textile supply chain by 
charities and private collectors is key. 
From the sorting trials we’ve carried 
out independently and as part of the 
European funded Interreg ‘Fibersort’ 
project we’ve found that there is on 
average about 40 per cent pure cotton 
and only 7 per cent pure polyester 
found in the end of use textiles supply 
chain, with poly cotton blends making 
up around 33 per cent.”

“Because our process can handle all of 
these variations, our future plants will 
be able to buy in a higher proportion 
of feedstock than a polyester or cotton 
only recycling process. While there’s 
a lot more pure cotton, the price per 
tonne can be as high as US$400/ 
tonne, while the price of low value 
polyester and poly/cotton blends goes 

“Because 
our process 
can handle 
all of these 
variations, our 
future plants 
will be able to 
buy in a higher 
proportion of 
feedstock than 
a polyester or 
cotton only 
recycling 
process

“

for between US$50-100/tonne in 
downcycling markets. 

But what about contaminants? 
On this front Rhoades tells us that 
Worn Again’s technology is based 
on a dissolution process which 
selectively targets and dissolves only 
the polymers it is after - PET and 
cellulose from cotton. She adds: “All 
dyes, finishes and other contaminants 
which went into the original materials 
are separated out to produce pure, 
uncontaminated outputs. We have 
carried out rigorous testing regimes 
on end of use textiles sourced from 
all over the world, from both known 
and unknown sources and have not 
yet come across a contaminant that 
can’t be removed by our exhaustive 
leaching process.”

These are the kind of questions those 
in the know about this area have been 
asking for several years. Credible 
answers have been few and far 
between, and Worn Again has clearly 
done some serious homework on this 
issue.

There is much talk of closing the loop 
in apparel industry circles. This work 
is as close as we have seen anything 
get to actually making that happen. 

 

Code breakers

Our special thanks to Nick Morley for 
technical input on this article.  
Nick is the chair of Mistra Future 
Fashion, one of the world’s largest 
research programmes in sustainable 
fashion. His own business Faering 
aims to help make fashion innovative, 
responsible, clean and local.
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ust a decade ago, the idea that 
a machine could cut, stitch 

and trim a piece of clothing faster and 
better than a human seemed unlikely. 
But, the outlook now appears bleak 
for low-skilled garment workers in 
developing economies supplying 
major brands. Robot manufacturing 
has the edge over traditional 
workforces and it’s becoming more 
feasible to re-shore production closer 
to the biggest consumer markets.
So, what does this mean for global 
apparel manufacturing hubs and what 
are the consequences for workers and 
supply chains, as this transition takes 
place?
In Vietnam and Cambodia the ILO 
predicts that over 85 per cent of 
garment workers are at high risk 
of losing their job to a machine in 
the next couple of decades. As they 
compete for a diminishing supply of 
jobs, in environments where labour 
exploitation is already prevalent, 
the risk of slavery and trafficking 
appearing in supply chains will likely 
spiral. 
There are three post-automation 
trends to watch. The first is re-shoring 
of production. Automation will 

re-shape the geography of apparel 
production. It will affirm China’s 
position as number one exporter and 
likely stall the rise of lower-wage rivals 
such as Bangladesh and Vietnam. 
And, automation may stimulate 
production inside big consumer 
markets such as Japan, the USA and 
the Republic of Korea – all among 
the top five purchasers of industrial 
robots today.
But re-shoring to countries where 
rights are more effectively respected, 
or shifting to human-free factories, 
will not eradicate the sweatshop 
image of the garment sector. Instead, 
garment firms will be grappling with 
the displacement of risk to more 
opaque parts of the supply chain.
The second trend is the displacement 
of low-skilled workers. This new 
source of risk will derive from the 
millions of workers in apparel-
dependent economies, such as 
Bangladesh, Cambodia and Vietnam, 
who find their jobs and skill-sets 
made redundant by machines.
With limited resources to devote to 
up-skilling workers, these countries 
will host a pool of workers unable to 
adapt to an automated world. And, 

J

Automation: a paradox 
for sustainable sourcing
By ALEXANDRA CHANNER, head of human rights at Verisk Maplecroft

as global brands end relationships 
with suppliers unable to compete with 
automated factories, external pressure 
to improve labour standards will 
dissipate. 

Displaced garment workers will have 
no option but to turn to increasingly 
poorly-paid manufacturing work 
with hidden subcontractors or raw 
materials production. Alternatively, 
they will move in search of work, 
expanding the supply of vulnerable 
migrant labour trafficked into supply 
chains in developed economies. 

The final trend is of a race to the 
bottom. It is workers in poor, 
developing economies, such as 
Myanmar, who face the bleakest 
prospects. Traditionally, low-tech 
garment manufacturing has been 
the step by which such countries 
industrialised, lifting rural workers 
out of poverty by mass employment 
in low-skilled work. With this option 
removed, these governments are 
unlikely to stop suppliers who choose 
to compete with machines by paying 
workers increasingly low wages. 
That means apparel supply chains 
are unlikely to be immune from 
association with worker exploitation.

The negative scenarios above are 
not inevitable if governments train 
existing and future garment workers 
and diversify labour force skills so that 
automation stimulates new industries 
to absorb those affected. But, without 
such action, apparel firms will find 
that exploitation will rear its head 
in other, less transparent parts of 
their supply chain – especially in the 
production of the commodities used 
in their goods. 

Staying ahead of these events by 
identifying where workers are 
most vulnerable is key for apparel 
firms who will face new, perhaps 
unexpected, sustainable sourcing 
challenges in the face of technological 
advancements.

Automation

Further Reading:  
See Verisk Maplecroft’s 
Human Rights Outlook 2018 
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Organic cotton

New dawn for  
organic cotton?
The organic cotton sector and Better Cotton Initiative have much to learn 
from each other, according to Crispin Argento, executive director of the 
Organic Cotton Accelerator. By BRETT MATHEWS
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and the mismatch in actual fibre 
parameters and product quality 
parameters. Second, the cost of 
organic cotton is highly inflated on 
downstream product where most 
brands place P.O. The added costs are 
not being passed down the supply 
chain and reaching the farmers, 
where it matters most.”

So what is the OCA doing to address 
these issues? This is where things 
start to get interesting. Argento’s 
argument - the OCA’s observation 
- is that the will from brands for 
organic has been there, and the 
money has always been available 
along the supply chain to pay farmers 
a premium. The problem has been 
making sure this money reaches 
organic cotton farmers. 

We’ve actually heard these arguments 
before, and there is no doubt that 
a great many individuals and 
organisations have been trying - with 
varying degrees of success - to do 
their part over the years to change 
this picture. The missing piece of the 
jigsaw has, arguably, been coherence. 
The industry has appeared rudderless 
at times.

OCA is looking to fill that gap, 
although this will be no quick fix. 
Adds Argento: “The demand for 
organic cotton farm outweighs 
the supply. OCA brands represent 
approximately 70 per cent (and 
growing) of total global procurement 
and there simply is not enough 
cotton to satisfy their demand 
now and in the future. They have 
committed to innovative direct-
to-farm sourcing through OCA 
programmes and many brands 

are shifting their practices and 
investment at the farm so they secure 
their supply, quality and address 
integrity and impact (social and 
environmental) directly.” 

And what is the OCA doing on a 
practical level? Argento says: “As a 
young organisation, we have brought 
together the leading and major 
players (early adopters) in organic 
cotton who have committed to 
changing the sector for the better. 
As the global platform charged 
with accelerating the sector, we are 
investing heavily in farmers, seed, 
traceability and other interventions 
to make certain that the business case 
for brands and farmers are achieved. 
Building off of our existing successes, 
we are in the midst of launching 
OCA 2.0., which will serve as organic 
cotton’s answer to BCI.”

The language here is a notable change 
of tack on years gone by. Argento 
tells me one of the first things he 
did when taking up his role with the 
OCA is fly to London to meet the 
BCI. “My message was ‘the nonsense 
is over, we are together on this,’” 
Argento tells us. As BCI remarked 
recently, this was music to their ears. 

This insight of a willingness to 
collaborate between BCI and organic 
is, for us, a hugely symbolic moment 
for the sustainable cotton sector as 
a whole. Moreover, if recent noises 
from BCI are anything to go by, there 
is a mutual keenness to work more 
closely moving forwards. It can only 
bode well.

Asked further about this, Argento 
told us: “We have learned a lot from 

BCI and BCI continues to learn 
a lot from OCA and the organic 
cotton sector, including the organic 
cotton farmers. As early champions 
developing a global sustainable 
cotton platform that is viable, 
scalable and designed for continuous 
improvement in the supply chain and 
at the farm, we have learned a lot and 
much of that has informed the model 
we have created around OCA 2.0.

“This is why OCA and BCI are 
committed to working closer 
together in a way that is mutually-
beneficial for brands, farmers 
and making impact at scale. We 
both recognise we are truly better 
together. Having 100 million farmer 
households in mind, we are working 
closely with BCI to find alignment 
and co-leverage the resources and 
investments being made by brands, 
suppliers, and so on to create greater 
impact, together.”

Back to OCA 2.0. Argento tells us 
this is simply a name for the next 
stage of the OCA’s plans which 
involve, “accelerating efforts and 
learnings across multiple organic 
cotton geographies.” These include 
issues such as farmer engagement, 
seed, integrity and a platform for 
commercial investment called the 
Organic Cotton Fund (OCF).

In our interview, Argento is at pains 
to point out that brands do care 
and genuinely do want to make a 
difference. However, supply chain 
opacity has made that a challenge 
in the past - indeed, it still is. This is 
where the OCA wants to leverage its 
impact.

He adds: “The important thing here 
is that we are facilitating a direct to 
farm model, creating mechanisms 
that will allow a brand to nominate 
and compensate farmers directly 
either through upstream suppliers 
(traders and spinners) or directly to 
farm groups - we are circumventing 
the whole supply chain. In doing 
so, we will position organic cotton 
for growth at scale and as a result 
everyone truly benefits.”

He continues: “I think another factor 
is how the OCA is helping to bring 
the sector together. There are a lot of 
passionate people in this sector and 
all believe they have the answers. 
We want to harness this experience, 
knowledge and passion and finally 
make it work. What we are saying is 
‘let us all work together.’ Brands are 
with OCA on this - they are putting 
a lot of money into it and continue to 
emphasise greater collaboration. Our 
goal is to have 3-5 per cent of market 
share by the end of the next decade. 
That means converting more than a 
million farmers.”

Can this be achieved? Argento 
certainly makes a compelling case, and 
we’d give the sector a fighting chance.

e have to prove to millions 
of farmers globally that 

sustainability is better for them 
financially,” Crispin Argento, 
executive director of the Organic 
Cotton Accelerator tells us. We spoke 
at length to Argento about the trials, 
tribulations and future opportunities 
for the organic cotton sector. But all 
said and done, as he had throughout 
our conversation, he came back to 
the people that really matter - the 
farmers. If there’s nothing in it for 
them, there is no organic cotton 
industry. This really is the nub of the 
issue, and always has been.

Passionate, engaging, knowledgeable 
and (perhaps most importantly) 
convincing, we’re of the firm opinion 
that Argento could be just what 
the organic cotton sector needs 
right now. executive director of the 
Organic Cotton Accelerator (OCA), 
as the name says on the tin, Argento 
and his colleagues are charged with 
the task of improving the integrity, 
quality and increasing the output, 
take-up and market share of organic 
cotton.

Many might see this as a poisoned 
chalice, for this is a complex, 
paradoxical sector, one where the 
ordinary laws of economics often 
don’t seem to apply, or go missing 
entirely. 

Or perhaps it is more simple 
than that. In our last issue, Terry 
Townsend, a former head of ICAC, 
claimed the economics of organic 
cotton simply do not stack up. Does 
Argento buy that?

“Right now, unfortunately they 

do not stack up at scale with 
the existing model,” he tells us. 
“OCA is committed to changing 
the model so that organic cotton 
works for everyone, from farmer 
to consumer. Although we are 
a young organisation, OCA has 
made major strides in shifting the 
model, upending the status quo, and 
working to make organic cotton a 
viable and scalable solution.

“That being said, brands that are 
committed to sustainable cotton, 
including Better Cotton Initiative, 
organic cotton and others recognise 
that sustainability requires additional 
investments in their supply chains 
to bring about the systemic changes 
we all want for not only sustainable 
cotton, but all cotton.”

There is little disputing that 
organic cotton as a sector has had 
frustratingly fluctuating fortunes. We 
keep hearing that demand is there, 
and being told that brands are right 
behind the sector. And yet, it has 
been spluttering, faltering growth, 
with huge amounts of organic often 
being sold as conventional, and 
farmers who have committed to 
organic - with all the commercial 
risk that entails - in many cases 
failing to see a return on their 
time and money.

Where have things been going 
wrong? “Commercially there 
are two major challenges 
with organic cotton,” says 
Argento. “The first is the 
complexities of bringing 
organic cotton into brands’ 
value chains, which is generally a 
function of scarcity (hard to secure) 

W

“There are a lot 
of passionate 
people in this 
sector and 
all believe 
they have the 
answers. We 
want to harness 
this experience, 
knowledge and 
passion and 
finally make it 
work 

“

Crispin Argento,  
executive director of the 
Organic Cotton Accelerator
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members had to leave in the course 
of the further development of the 
partnership but see this as at least 
partly inevitable as the partnership’s 
membership requirements develop. 
However, despite the reduction in 
numbers the market coverage has 
hardly changed: In the beginning of 
2018 up to the present, we are talking 
about a market coverage of 49.4  
per cent.”

And what about internal arguments? 
On that, they told us: “The textile 
partnership as a multi-stakeholder 
initiative naturally brings together 
different kinds of views and ideas. We 
are dealing with negotiation processes 
that take time but ultimately lead 
to viable solutions. There are less 
contrasting positions than one might 
expect as every member committed 
to our vision: social, ecological and 
economic improvements along the 
entire textile supply chain.”

A fair enough answer, we believe. 
What is also encouraging is that 
Textilbuendnis is making steady but 
concrete progress. For instance, it has 
now also implemented a system that 
allows for a structured approach to 
pursue sustainability goals based on 
the OECD due diligence guidance for 
responsible supply chains. 

“This comes with a degree of flexibility 
that allows for different business 
models to participate, and for a gradual 
transparency to the public,” they told 
us. “The partnership approach is 
built on continuous progress for all 
members. We are now in the second 
year of implementation and the results 
start to show.”

After some inevitable teething 
problems, Textilbuendnis now looks 
set to have major, scalable impact. 
The Netherlands has set up a similar 
organisation, and other EU countries 
would do well to take a closer look and 
follow suit.

UMA, Adidas, H&M, Hugo 
Boss, and Primark are among 

116 members of the German-based 
Partnership for Sustainable Textiles 
(‘Textilbuendnis’), a multi-stakeholder 
partnership made up of companies, 
associations, non-governmental 
organisations, trade unions, standards 
organisations and the Federal German 
Government. The stakeholders formed 
the Partnership in 2014 with the aim of 
making improvements along the textile 
supply chain, and set ambitious social 
and environmental targets.

Now, for the first time, members of 
the partnership have revealed action 
plans or ‘roadmaps’ intended to ensure 
humane working conditions, greater 
environmental protection and fair 
wages in their own and their suppliers’ 
production facilities.

Half of these publicly available 
roadmaps have been reviewed by 
external experts regarding their target 
setting and concrete action steps. 

The actions of members focus on 
uniform, specified targets. For example, 
all members have to take action to 
fight child labour, while many have 
also set additional, individual targets. 
The planned action steps – around 
1,300 in total – are related to issues 
such as the risk management and the 
handling of complaints, the avoidance 
of health-threatening chemicals, the 
sustainable use of water resources or 
the implementation of living wages.

The partnership claims that in the field 
of hazardous chemicals this approach 
has led to a gradual exclusion of 160 
substances from the production 
line, while on the issue of cotton, the 
members jointly aim to increase their 

use of sustainable and organic cotton to 
35 per cent by 2020. 

Said Jürgen Janssen, head of the 
partnership secretariat: “The 
mandatory processes and higher levels 
of transparency are cornerstones 
for building the credibility of the 
Partnership. Along with constructive, 
fair and open dealings with one 
another, they lay a solid foundation for 
making supply chains fundamentally 
more sustainable.”

Apparel Insider contacted 
Textilbuendnis and they told us the 
following: “This year 25 members 
resigned from the Textile Partnership 
or have been expelled. Hence, the 
number of members dropped to 
currently 128. We regret some 

P

Germany leads  
on sustainable  
supply chains

“The partnership 
approach is built 
on continuous 
progress for all 
members. We 
are now in the 
second year of 
implementation 
and the results 
start to show

“

Textilbuendnis

More than 100 global organisations have now published detailed 
roadmaps outlining how they will increase sustainability along the 
global textile value chain. VICTORIA GALLAGHER reports

Further Reading:  
https://www.textilbuendnis.com

Editor’s note: We’ve heard reports 
from Germany that there has been 
unrest in Textilbuendnis, with rumours 
of infighting about too much 
bureaucracy and red tape. One report 
claimed the initiative was “unravelling” 
as members dropped out.
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“Very soon, 
the coming 
generation 
will consider 
over-buying as 
irresponsible 
and therefore, 
suddenly, it 
won’t be  
trendy

“

“This just shows how nonsensical the 
fashion industry has become and how 
little respect there is for supply chain 
workers, natural resources, and also 
consumers who are spending good 
money for so-called value objects 
which have absolutely no value for 
the brands who produce them.”

Read those comments back, and 
whatever your persuasion, it is pretty 
much impossible to disagree that 
there is a certain absurdity to the 
current market model.

As mentioned earlier, however, this 
particular way of doing things does 
make sense for some: shareholders. 
Why should successful apparel 
brands change their existing business 
models?

“The business model works,” 
De Castro acknowledges, “but 
it is being found out as having 
huge environmental and social 
consequences. The current generation 
will not accept this. And remember, 
big brands work for us, not the other 
way round. Brands are at our service 
and consumers are demanding 
brands take responsibility.”

Surely, though, any pace of change 
will be extremely slow. As De Castro 
herself points out, only a fraction of 
apparel waste is fully recycled, despite 
all the closing the loop rhetoric. 

Brands are doing some weird and 
wonderful things in terms of one-off 
projects. Indeed, as I write this, I read 
that Reebok has unveiled a plant-
based performance shoe, while C&A 
has launched some fully certified 
and recyclable Cradle to Cradle 
jeans. Great projects, but also niche 
projects.

What will it take to truly turn the 
needle on sustainability? De Castro 
believes the example of polyester 
and associated concerns around 
microfibres illustrates how quickly 
things can change.

“Until a few months ago people never 
made the connection between plastic 
and fashion,” she says. “Now, more 
and more people are aware that it is 
the shedding of polyester fibres from 
the clothing they are wearing. That 
has been a huge wake up call.”

“That story is going to go massive 
– you are going to get people going 
into restaurants and saying ‘where 
does this shell fish come from,” 
adds De Castro, alluding to the fact 
that micro-plastic remnants from 
polyester are potentially entering the 
food chain. “That is the impact, when 
things become visible and you know 
the source – you know the source is 
polyester,” she adds.

“It will be the same as this with waste can’t quite decide whether 
Orsola de Castro’s glass is half 

full or half empty. On the one hand 
she suggests the story of Burberry 
burning £28m of clothing stock is the 
tip of the ice-berg. “Over a certain 
size they’re all at it!” On the other, 
she thinks the scales have now been 
tipped and the fashion industry is 
ready for change; indeed, that it has 
no choice. “There is no question the 
brands of tomorrow will have to both 
look good and be good or they will be 
nothing,” she says.

We’re not wholly convinced by this 
– fast fashion is a brilliantly effective 
business model, after all. So why 
change it? Actually, if anybody was 
going to convince us that big brands 
might be ready to start doing things 
differently, De Castro is probably that 
person. I’d never met or spoken to 
her before this interview but, having 
done so, it is easy see why her Fashion 
Revolution initiative has had such a 
huge impact. She talks so well, and 

so eloquently and with such clarity 
of purpose, it is hard not to get swept 
along.

“It is almost as if you could look at 
mass production as an experiment 
gone wrong,” she says, when 
discussing the Burberry furore which, 
actually, she has welcomed. “I am 
so bloody happy that this story has 
broken,” she says.

Her rationale here is that the story has 
forced the fashion industry to turn 
in on itself and confront it’s “dirty 
secret,” namely, waste. Fast fashion, 
luxury, mainstream – the issue is, 
De Castro says, prevalent across the 
board.

“The clothing they have burned, 
the story they have buried,” she 
continues. “Waste has been my 
primary area of research. I have 
visited so many garment factories 
where owners have told me, off the 
record, the amount of waste being 
landfilled and incinerated. Brands 

I have not yet found the right way to 
communicate this in a way that is 
justifiable – because it isn’t.”

Our cover story did get brands to talk 
– some of them anyway. But this was 
about excess retail waste. De Castro 
suggests the real waste issue lies 
further down supply chains, at tier 
one or two suppliers. Brands order 
too much as they don’t want to risk 
being caught short, yet how this waste 
is managed along the supply chain 
remains a mystery – to consumers 
at least.

“This is actually almost a bigger 
scandal than child labour in the 
1990s,” De Castro suggests. “What we 
are looking at is endemic inefficiency 
which is causing harm to the 
environment and to people.

“We are asking supply chain workers 
to work way above a normal day’s 
work. We are over using resources for 
this constant availability of production. 
Then we are burning the excess.

ORSOLA DE CASTRO, founder and creative director, Fashion Revolution

“Brands have 
not yet found 
the right way to 
communicate 
this in a 
way that is 
justifiable – 
because it isn’t

“

The big interview

The Big  
Interview

and incineration. Very soon, the 
coming generation will consider over-
buying as irresponsible and therefore, 
suddenly, it won’t be trendy. There 
will be more requests for individual 
customisation and care.”

De Castro keels coming back to the 
issue of creativity. Her background is 
as a creative in the fashion industry 
and like many – this writer included 
– she believes somewhere along the 
way, the industry has lost its soul, and 
on many different levels. Creativity 
can play a key part, she believes, in 
making the industry more efficient 
– finding creative ways to use excess 
fabric. “At the moment any surplus 
goes to waste,” she says. “We need 
to go back to looking at how these 
materials can be recuperated. Use 
your bloody creativity!

“This, hopefully, is what the creatives 
will be doing more of in the future, 
while the technicians think about 
the technicalities of recycling. I do 
believe the fashion industry itself 
will reject at some point this quantity 
over quality and rebalance itself.

“I think in future, the only way we 
will be able to continue worshipping 
at the altar of fashion is if the fashion 
industry is working for us by helping 
us to preserve the planet and the 
human race.”

Orsola de Castro is an 
internationally recognised 
opinion leader in sustainable 
fashion. Her career started as 
a designer with the upcycling 
label From Somewhere, which 
she launched in 1997 until 
2014.

Her designer collaborations 
include collections for Jigsaw, 
Tesco, Speedo, and four best 
selling capsule collections for 
Topshop.

In 2013, with Carry Somers, she 
founded Fashion Revolution, 
a global campaign with 
participation in over 100 
countries around the world.

Photo credit: Tamzin Haughton
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US researchers in green 
DWR breakthrough

so the fabrics no longer can breathe 
as they otherwise would. That 
requires a second manufacturing 
step in which air is blown through 
the fabric to reopen those pores, 
adding to the manufacturing cost 
and undoing some of the water 
protection.

To address these issues, the team 
at MIT combined a shorter-chain 
polymer that, by itself, confers some 
hydrophobic properties and which 
has been enhanced with some extra 
chemical processing. They also used 
a different coating process, called 
initiated chemical vapour deposition 
(iCVD). Using the iCVD coating 
process, which does not involve 
any liquids and can be done at low 
temperature, produces a very thin, 
uniform coating that follows the 
contours of the fibres and does not 
lead to any clogging of the pores, 
consequently eliminating the need 
for the second processing stage to 
reopen the pores.

Then, in an additional step, a kind 
of sandblasting of the surface can 
be added as an optional process to 
increase the level water repellency 
even more.

The process works on many different 
kinds of fabrics, Varanasi told us, 
including cotton, nylon, and linen, 
and even on non-fabric materials 
such as paper, opening up a variety of 
potential applications.

The coated fabrics have been 
subjected to a wide range of tests in 
the lab, including a standard rain 
test used by industry. The materials 
have been bombarded not only with 
water but with various other liquids 
including coffee, ketchup, sodium 
hydroxide, and various acids and 
bases — and have repelled all of  
them well.

The team hopes to license the patent-
pending technology to existing fabric 
and clothing companies.

“The challenge 
has been 
driven by the 
environmental 
regulators 
because of the 
phaseout of 
the existing 
waterproofing 
chemicals

“

ASSACHUSETTS – Smart 
new technology which will 

be marketed at fabric and apparel 
businesses potentially offers a new, 
cost effective – and green - way to 
imbue clothing with water repellent 
properties. It also addresses issues 
around conventional water-repellent 
coatings using long chain fluorinated 
chemistry techniques which have been 
shown to persist in the environment 
and which are bioaccumulative. These 
are likely to be phased out for safety 
reasons in the US and Europe in the 
next few years.

The solution the team at MIT has 
come up with is a coating which not 
only adds water-repellency to natural 
fabrics such as cotton and silk, but 
is also – according to tests – more 
effective than the existing coatings. 
The new findings are described in 
the Journal of Advanced Functional 
Materials, in a paper by MIT 
professors Kripa Varanasi and Karen 
Gleason, former MIT postdoc Dan 
Soto.

“The challenge has been driven by 
the environmental regulators because 
of the phaseout of the existing 
waterproofing chemicals,” Varanasi 
told Apparel Insider.

Because of the way they accumulate 
in the environment and in body 
tissue, the US Environmental 
Protection Agency is in the process 
of revising regulations on the long-
chain polymers that have been the 
industry standard for decades.

The coatings currently used to make 
fabrics water repellent generally 
consist of long polymers with 
perfluorinated side-chains. Up 
until now, shorter-chain polymers 
that have been studied do not have 
as much of a water-repelling - or 
hydrophobic - effect as the longer-
chain versions. Another problem 
with existing coatings is that they 
are liquid-based, so the fabric has to 
be immersed in the liquid and then 
dried out. This tends to clog all the 
pores in the fabric, Varanasi told us, 

M

Textile technology

Researchers from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) have 
developed patent-pending technology which applies short-chain 
polymer water-repellents using a pioneering application process which 
does not involve any liquids and can be carried out at low temperature
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New research measures 
microfibre degradation

environment than synthetic fibres like 
polyester and nylon.

To test that, Ranford and his 
colleagues have been working with 
another Crown Research Institute, 
Scion, in an experiment that tests how 
samples from both woollen clothing 
and carpets biodegrade in controlled 
salt water conditions, compared 
to samples from their synthetic 
alternatives.

This initial study is taking place over a 
90-day period, and from that scientists 
will analyse the results and document 
what is left of the samples, and will 
be able to provide some information 
about how these materials break down 
and at what rate.

From there the research will consider 
other factors relating to the different 
materials and how they break down.

“The aim is provide the public with 
objective information as they make 
choices about what they buy, as well 
as inform manufacturers and retailers 
of the performance of goods like 
clothing and carpet,” Ranford told 
Apparel Insider.

“There is a growing movement 
around the world by industry 
and governments towards more 
transparency about products and their 
potential impacts on the environment, 
and having good quality research is 
important for this discussion.”

As we went to press Ranford updated 
us on this work. He said that when 
the fibre samples were lifted from 
specialised jars of seawater kept 
in a water bath under controlled 
conditions, gas emitted from these 
jars was monitored as a measure of 
biodegradation.

While full analysis is still to be 
done, he told us the observations 
to date from this trial are that the 
biodegradation of the fabrics has been 
consistent with the hypothesis that 
wool breaks down relatively quickly 
compared to synthetics.

We will fully update these findings on 
our website in due course.

“The aim is 
provide the 
public with 
objective 
information 
as they make 
choices about 
what they buy

“
The issue of microfibre release from textiles has gone from  
the periphery to the mainstream in the past 18 months –  
and the debate is moving on at a rate of knots

Microfibre pollution

nitially the issue was focused 
on synthetic fibres, with the 

suggestion being that these were 
being shed during laundering. This 
is a huge concern: in the ocean, 
smaller microfibres can be ingested by 
marine life and end up in our seafood, 
potentially creating health issues as 
volumes increase. Not surprisingly, 
this topic is now moving from the 
pages of scientific journals to the 
mainstream media.

In terms of solutions, there was initial 
talk that filters could be developed 
at the laundering stage to capture 
microfibres and prevent them 
escaping into the world’s oceans.

The debate has now moved on. No 
longer is the focus solely on synthetic 
fibres. Natural fibres are now also 
under the microscope, quite literally 
in fact. Moreover, the concern has 
shifted away from just a focus on 
oceans – these tiny fibres can escape 
into all waterways, and even into the 
air.

In terms of study, there is much 
research underway, with the 
formation in 2017 of the Microfibre 
Consortium by the European 
Outdoor Group. We expect a raft 
of announcements from here in the 
coming months.

One other notable area of research 
interest is how fast microfibres 
breakdown if they do enter waterways. 
We are all aware of the long term 
issues related to synthetic microfibres, 
the problem being that these tiny 
plastic particles simply do not 
break down. But what about other 
microfibres?

New Zealand consultants AgResearch 
have been in the process of studying 
how different materials degrade, 
notably wool.

AgResearch senior scientist Steve 
Ranford says the limited data available 
suggests wool - being a natural protein 
fibre – should break down at a far 
greater rate in seawater, and therefore 
presents far less risk to the marine 
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 AgResearch senior scientist Steve Ranford, left, and Scion environmental scientist Dr Ir Gerty Gielen

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  W O O L 
T E X T I L E  O R G A N I S A T I O N

www.iwto.org

Members of the global wool industry  
are cordially invited to attend the 
2018 Wool Round Table in Buenos 
Aires, 3-4 December 2018, at the 
Recoleta Grand Hotel.
 
Focusing on the wool industry 
in Argentina, the Wool Round 
Table offers insight into one of the 
foremost wool producing countries 
of the world.
 
The programme includes wool 
sustainability, wool trade news, wool 
sheep welfare and traceability, with 
speakers from retail, trade, OIE and 
other industry leaders.
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Kibbey, told us it wants to incorporate a 
weighting for microfibre pollution into 
its Higg Material Sustainability Index, 
“as quickly as possible.” However, the 
US body said the stumbling block 
is a lack of credible, widely accepted 
methodology for microfibre impact.

Kibbey told us: “While Microfibre 
pollution is an important issue, it 
isn’t the only one and carbon, water, 
eutrophication, chemistry intensity, 
waste, are all important resources 
issues as well. At this point given that 
there isn’t deep understanding of 
the impacts microfibres as a whole 
for all fibre types and there isn’t a 
methodology or data that meaningfully 
and credibly compares all fibre types 
we believe it is premature to make 
judgements of fibres on that single 
issue.

“We believe a better understanding 
of microfibres is really important and 
would like to incorporate credible 
information into the MSI as quickly as 
possible and as soon as peer reviewed, 
published, consensus methodologies 
emerge around microfibres we will 
incorporate them into the ranking and 
weigh that issue amongst the other 
critical issues.”

Higg MSI is a tool which attempts to 
help the apparel, footwear, and textile 
industry to assess the environmental 
impact of materials used in global 
manufacturing. The Higg MSI now 
features 80 base materials, including 
cotton, polyester, and silk.

SLO – A new research paper 
claims that current tools used 

to score textile fibres on sustainability 
are misleading consumers as they 
fail to account for the use phase of 
clothing. Talking in peer reviewed 
journal, Sustainability, the researchers 
argue that the limited scoring criteria 
of tools such as the Higg Materials 
Sustainability Index (MSI) and the 
Made-By Fibre Benchmark means 
that, often short-lifespan fibres such as 
polyester score favourably. Meanwhile, 
textile fibres that have long life and low 
environmental impact, such as wool 
and silk, lose out.

While such critiques are not massively 
new, this extensive paper arrives at a 
time when major questions are now 
being asked about polyester due to 
its association with microplastics and 
associated microfibres.

The researchers argue that, “many 
clothes are used only once and 
sometimes not even that. The 
different fibres not only have different 
environmental impacts, but also 
different functionality. To compare 
clothes in different fibres without 
taking use into account is like 
comparing apples and oranges; they are 
fundamentally different and, therefore, 
not suited to comparison.”

The researchers make the pertinent 
point that scoring tools such as 
Higg MSI are influencing the wider 
sustainability debate, including the 
Global Fashion Agenda’s much-hyped 

Pulse report. They argue: “The Global 
Fashion Agenda’s Pulse report presents 
a cradle-to-gate environmental 
impact analysis based mainly on 
the MSI, and gives a ranking clearly 
identifying natural fibres as the least 
sustainable and synthetics, particularly 
recycled polyester and some other 
non-conventional materials, as the 
best choice for the environment. 
Recommendations in the Pulse report 
do not take into consideration all the 
reservations around ranking garments 
on material scores alone.”

The researchers also suggest a focus 
on textile production not use ignores 
concerns around microplastics. 
They add: “When use is omitted, 
major environmental problems 
associated with this stage, such as 
spread of microplastics, are also 
excluded. This one-sided focus on 
material production impacts also 
excludes the importance of product 
lifespans, quality, and functionality. 
The consequence is that short-lived 
disposable products are equated 
with durable products. Comparing 
dissimilar garments will not help 
consumers to make choices that will 
reduce the environmental burden 
of clothing. We need an informed 
discussion on how to use all materials 
in the most environmentally 
sustainable way possible.”

Apparel Insider contacted the 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition about 
this and the organisation’s CEO, Jason 

O

Consumers “being misled” 
by fibre scoring tools

“Many clothes  
are used only 
once and 
sometimes 
not even that. 
The different 
fibres not only 
have different 
environmental 
impacts, but 
also different 
functionality

“

Fibre scoring tools

New research claims the ‘use’ phase of clothing fibres needs to be 
accounted for to truly measure their environmental impact.  
By VICTORIA GALLAGHER

Discover more
goo.gl/AET6wq

44 cents: the ‘price’  
of sustainability

“The living 
wage gap was 
also large in 
particular 
states such as 
Gujarat which 
produces about 
one third of the 
cotton in India

“
Consumers would have to pay an extra 44 cents on the cost of a basic 
T-shirt in the US in order to factor in social and environmental costs, 
claims new research. By VICTORIA GALLAGHER

LCA

ow much more would we have 
to pay for clothing to make 

sure garment workers were not paid 
poverty wages and also to account 
for environmental costs? Researchers 
writing in the International Journal 
of Lifecycle Assessment claim that any 
extra cost would be negligible.

Their study developed the concept 
of the Sustainability Price (SP) 
of a garment in order to include 
social and environmental costs in 
the price of goods and to move 
towards a sustainable economy, as 
recommended by the UN Global 
Sustainability Panel. 

The findings of the study suggest 
that addressing absolute poverty and 
“dangerous climate change” for the 
production of a T-shirt in India would 
only add about 2 per cent or 44 cents 
to the retail price in a country such as 
the USA. 

The results also captured technological 
and spatial ‘hotspots’ in garment 
production and found, for instance, 
indirect greenhouse emissions from 
inputs such as fertilisers and electricity 

had a larger effect on the SP than fuels 
used directly in each process. 

In terms of social issues, they found 
that the living wage gap was greatest 
in the production of cotton rather 
than in the cut and sewing operations 
for making the T-shirt. Added the 
paper: “The living wage gap was 
also large in particular states such 
as Gujarat which produces about 
one third of the cotton in India. The 
importance of agriculture for living 
wages in India and the relatively 
small SP gap for the retail price in 
Western countries were typical of 
textile products exported from India 
to the West. 

“The SP has the potential to be applied 
to policy such as the labelling of 
ethical trade products by quantifying 
the payments required for living 
wages for producers and informing 
the consumer of the SP gap.”

With regards to metrics, the 
researchers based their costs for 
climate change on the International 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
carbon price paths “to avoid 

H

dangerous climate change,” while costs 
for poverty were based on the UN 
cost of basic needs approach which 
is used by international institutions, 
national governments and ethical 
trade organisations. 

Regarding cost increases, social issues 
are more expensive to address than 
environmental, based on the research 
findings. The paper says: “The SP is 
13.7 per cent higher than the basic 
price of Indian textiles in WIOD. 
Living wages accounted for 10.8 per 
cent of the price change while GHG 
emission accounted for only 2.9 per 
cent. This suggested a focus on data 
collection for living wages to refine 
the SP for a T-shirt product.”

How serious should we take the 
concept of the SP? Even the authors 
themselves accept that the concept 
has some limitations due to its focus 
on minimum sustainability values. 
They also suggest the case study was 
also limited to poverty and climate 
change (albeit two of the biggest 
environmental and social challenges 
for sustainability).

While a very interesting piece of 
research, even we found some of the 
findings quite abstract in nature, and 
we would be surprised if such findings 
come to the attention of anything 
other than the tiniest of niche 
audiences.

This is a great shame. With more 
and more consumers embracing 
sustainability, surely it is time for 
brands to get involved in debates such 
as this and present the arguments 
put forward here in a language their 
customers can understand. Less than 
half a dollar to ensure a garment is 
made by people who are paid a fair 
wage and in a way that doesn’t damage 
then environment? 

Surely that is a price most of us would 
be more than happy to pay.

Discover more
bit.ly/2wESelA
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Denim production 
ditches dirty tag

Van de Woestyne suggests blue chip 
names such as this now expect and 
demand sustainable credentials 
in their denim supply chains as a 
prerequisite of doing business. In 
response, Van de Woestyne says 
Prosperity has invested in state of the 
art dye ranges equipped to run pre-
reduced liquid indigo and also to run  
liquid sulphurs from Swiss textile 
chemicals business, Archroma. This 
technology will also be implemented 
at the company’s new Vietnam plant 
which commences production in 
October 2018.

Adds Van de Woestyne: “In weaving 
we have just installed Itema iSAVER 
looms (less waste/lower energy 
consumption), and run high stretch 
denims through Biancalani Aero 
equipment (no water, shrinkage 
reduction through beat up and 
compressed air).

“We have also installed a caustic 
recovery system before sending the 
waste water to our ETP, resulting in 
a crystal clear effluent with very low 
solid content.”

Van de Woestyne has watched with 
interest as sustainability has risen 
up the corporate agenda for brands. 

“We have seen a significant shift 
from being somewhat interested, 
to embracing sustainability for 
marketing purposes to making it a 
corporate responsibility,” he tells us.

“Our customers will therefore 
demand transparency and 
certification (such as bluesign) 
as validation of the product and 
guarantee to the consumer - as too 
many false claims have been made. 

“We need to be open about every step 
of the process, transparency is key.

“This of course means that next to 
investing in sustainable technologies 
and hardware, we are investing in 
better fibres and cleaner chemicals, 
adhering to the strict standards 
as implemented by organisations 
such as bluesign, GOTS and the 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition.

“As our customers expect all this to 
be price-neutral there is hardly any 
ROI in it, except for the fact that - 
maybe - there is little or no loss of 
business because of the credibility all 
this brings and because hopefully it 

stops further erosion on pricing. 

“Needless to say we would love to 
see our customers and ultimately the 
consumer contribute.”

We would go along with this. 
Sustainability costs, and it seems 
a little unjust that in the denim 
industry this cost is, at present, being 
absorbed by just one part of the 
supply chain.

Like other mills we spoke to, Van de 
Woestyne was quick to mention the 
innovative work of Archroma, which 
is playing its own important role in 
the denim supply chain to help make 
denim production more efficient and 
less resource-intensive.

Asked about the issue of who absorbs 
the costs of more sustainable denim 
production, James Carnahan, global 
marketing manager, sustainability at 
Archroma said: “As an industry we 
all have to do our part in advancing 
more sustainable ingredients and 
processes. Innovation leaders such as 
Archroma are investing considerable 
resources to develop eco-advanced 

For many years, stories about denim production focused on excess 
water and chemical use. However, leading global denim mills are 
investing in more sustainable production methods to help change the 
industry narrative. By BRETT MATHEWS 

Denim

innovations, and we do our best to 
absorb most of these costs. 

“On the final price tag, the cost 
of innovation is actually quite 
negligible. We calculated that our 
new aniline-free indigo, Denisol 
Pure, for instance would only 
represent a few cents for each pair 
of jeans produced with it compared 
to a regular indigo dye, although 
of course the total cost for denim 
manufacturers and brands may be 
more substantial.

“Eventually, however, it is the 
responsibility of all of us in the value 
chain to put our money where our 
mouth is, and to chip in. Brands and 
retailers in particular have a critical 
role to play here. By choosing to 
exercise their tremendous influence 
on the whole denim industry, they 
can advance the adoption of the eco-
advanced solutions that are already 
available.”

We would concur wholeheartedly 
with this, and add that such 

enim manufacture has been 
undergoing a quiet revolution 

these past few years. Quiet in 
the sense that, outside this most 
specialist of industries, very few 
people know about the investment, 
innovation and sheer hard graft that 
has been taking place – much of it in 
the name of sustainability.

Brands want – and are demanding 
- more sustainable denim, and that 
means cleaner, less resource-intensive 
production methods. While this costs 
money for denim mills, there is no 
obvious ROI on their investment 
in better technology and increased 
input costs. The ‘return’, as several 
of the world’s leading denim mills 
told us for this feature, is business 
retention.

“The cost of not investing will be 
the end of a factory so I don’t think 
investing in sustainability should 
be a problem if a mill wishes to stay 
in business in the next three to four 
years,” Andrew Olah, CEO of Olah 
Inc, organisers of the global Kingpins 
shows told us. Actually, the growth of 
Kingpins itself, which has developed 
from a boutique event in New York 
to now include shows in China, 
Hong Kong and Holland, offers 
evidence of the growing interest in 

innovation and sustainability in denim 
production.

Asked whether there has been 
a minor revolution in denim 
manufacture, Olah corrects us, 
saying: “I don’t believe there is a 
minor revolution going on, I think 
it’s full on transformation on all levels 
throughout the jeans industry.”

Olah suggests the change is demand-
led, although the more progressive 
mills have embraced change with 
gusto. He adds: “It is no longer 
peculiar to ask a factory about their 
carbon footprint.  Once that was an 
odd and weird inquiry, now it’s normal 
and everyone has to pay attention.”

Water usage, arguably the most 
critical metric, is now a “real number 
people have to face,” adds Olah. “In 
short these are not developments, 
these are paradigm shifts like moving 
from antenna to satellite television.”

Bart Van de Woestyne is creative 
director with Prosperity Textile, a 
Chinese denim business founded 
in 1999 and now set for further 
expansion in Vietnam. The business 
works with some of the world’s best 
known apparel brands, including Lee, 
Wrangler, G-Star, Zara, and H&M, 
shipping upwards of 90 million yards 
of denim each year.

D

“As an industry 
we all have to 
do our part 
in advancing 
more 
sustainable 
ingredients  
and processes

“

Bart Van de Woestyne  
creative director with 
Prosperity Textile

continued

“I don’t believe there is a minor revolution 
going on, I think it’s full on transformation 
on all levels throughout the jeans industry

“

Andrew Olah, CEO of Olah Inc

James Carnahan
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sentiment could be stretched beyond 
denim production to clothing 
manufacture generally

We also asked other denim mills 
about such issues, among them 
Advance Denim. More than 30 years 
old, this Chinese denim mill has 
an output of four million yards per 
month. 

Michael Lam is marketing director 
with Advance Denim. He told 
Apparel Insider the business has 
sought to transform itself through, 
“technology, innovation and a 
commitment to sustainability.”

“We invested in sustainable 
production since 1999 and our main 
investments [have been] in waste 
water treatment and [the renewal of 
those machineries and equipment] to 
improve the energy consumption and 
emission,” he says.

Lam touched on a very interesting 
area, notably the crackdown by 
Chinese authorities on polluting 
aspects of the textile supply chain. 
This is impacting all aspects of the 
industry, from denim mills to dyes 
and chemicals businesses and their 
intermediaries.

“The impacts on [our] business 
[of investing in sustainability] are 
positive since we got the recognition 
from many brands and retailers 
about the works that we have done 
in our sustainable production,” he 
says. “The Chinese government also 
recognised those investments that 
we did in the sustainable area and 
that is the reason why we still can 
[carry out] denim production in the 
Southern part of China when there 
were many mills that were forced to 
close.”

A textbook example of survival of 
the fittest, one might say. We would 
actually suggest further consolidation 
of the denim supply chain in China 
is a very real possibility, with all 
evidence indicating China is deadly 
serious about its crackdown on 
polluting production units.

The cream, such as Advance Denim 
and Prosperity Textile, will invariably 
rise to the top and, who knows, with 
cleaner denim from such mills, end 
consumers might one day be asked to 
pay a few cents more for each per of 
jeans they purchase.

And rightly so.

LOUISIANA – A new US$50m denim mill which  
aims to drive greater standards in sustainability 
will open next year. Denim brand Wrangler is 
among initial customers of Vidalia Denim which 
has secured funding to produce yarns and 
fabrics for the North American market. Housed 
at a 900,000 square foot facility in Vidalia, LA, 
the heart of the cotton-producing region of the 
Mississippi Delta, Vidalia Denim will employ 
more than 300 full-time workers and, claim 
its developers, aims to set the standard for 
sustainability, quality, and range flexibility in 
North America. Vidalia Denim Mills will begin full 
commercial operations during the first quarter 
of 2019.

Vidalia Denim will use e3 sustainable cotton 
exclusively in its operations, the first such 
operation in the world to do so. Further, Vidalia 
Denim will source its cotton from across the US 
farm belt from various farmers enrolled in the 
e3 sustainable cotton programme. Additionally, 
denim brand, Wrangler, is in discussion with 
Vidalia Denim about the development of fabrics 
for its 2019 product collection.

Among other things, the mill will be utilising 
next generation indigo dye technology 
enabling it to use less water and manage 
its power usage more efficiently than – it is 
claimed - any other denim mill in North America. 
“This environmentally friendly chemistry and 
technology allows for filtration and reuse of 
process water reducing total water usage by 
more than 60 per cent of a legacy mill. Discharge 
water will exceed US and EU standards for clean 
water discharge,” said a note from Vidalia.

Apparel Insider contacted Vidalia CEO Dan 
Feibus and asked him whether a US based 
denim mill could compete with Asian mills on 
price. He told us:  “We will be able to compete 
within the current market structure effectively.  
Our manufacturing model is based on cost 
effectively manufacturing much smaller 
production runs than a traditional rope range 
mill. “We are focused on controlling our direct 
costs associated with manufacturing by using  
new technology and rethinking the process.

“We have been  fortunate to find an incredible 
building  in a great community. If we had to 
start from scratch the cost would have been 
prohibitive.”

A sustainable  
take on US 
near-shoring

THE SCIENCE OF DENIM

Creating colors and effects  
 to boost your inspiration
/

We touch and color people’s lives 
every day, everywhere

 www.bpt.archroma.com

Denim is so very special. Maybe no other piece of our closet  
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Spinnova gets Fashion 
for Good backing

“Spinnova’s 
production 
method allows 
for many knit, 
woven and 
non-woven 
applications, 
including in 
blends

“

A Finnish business which has developed smart technology that turns 
wood pulp directly into yarn without using any harmful chemicals or 
water/energy consuming steps, is set to scale after receiving the backing 
of Fashion for Good. By VICTORIA GALLAGHER

Recycling

MSTERDAM - Spinnova’s 
manufacturing process, which 

is said to use up to 99 per cent less 
water compared to cotton production, 
is one of the world’s most promising 
new sustainable fibre options and 
has offered firm evidence it could 
successfully be scaled.

Fashion for Good, established by 
the C&A Foundation, is a global 
innovation platform, at the heart 
of which is a scaling programme 
which offers expertise and capital for 
promising technologies in fashion 
sustainability.

Spinnova will now get the opportunity 
to connect to manufacturers, brands 
and investors capable of helping it 
fast-track the implementation and 
adoption of its innovation. The 
business will be supported for a 
period of 18 months, “with clear 
and jointly defined milestones on a 
roadmap to scale.”

Spinnova has developed a disruptive 
cellulose fibre innovation that involves 
no dissolving or other complex 
chemical processes – Spinnova’s 
work does not use any of the 

complex chemistry needed in viscose 
production. The fibre has a uniquely 
small footprint and potentially 
presents opportunities to create a 
circular fibre production system. 

Based in Finland, Spinnova is poised 
to reach industrial scale by year-end 
through its new pilot factory. The 
business also has strong relationships 
with a supplier of forest safe, certified 
wood pulp, hence it is believed the 
potential for impact is very large. 
Crucially, Spinnova also has some 
serious industry clout behind it, with 
Austrian cellulose fibre expert and 
textile company Lenzing a shareholder 
and also on the board.

Other key partners include Fibria, a 
Brazilian forestry company and the 
world’s leading producer of eucalyptus 
pulp from planted forests. Fibria 
has made a €5m investment in the 
business.

CEO of Spinnova Janne Poranen: 
“We have a fantastic relationship with 
Fashion for Good and are very much 
looking forward to the programme. 
Working with brands and developing 
the fibre to suit specific applications is 

A

the way we have strategically chosen 
to commercialise our innovation.”

As a scaling programme participant, 
Spinnova gains access to Fashion for 
Good’s network of corporate partners, 
business advisors and industry 
experts, enabling it to accelerate the 
development and adoption of its 
technology.

Asked further about Spinnova’s 
scaling, Anne-Ro Klevant Groen 
of Fashion for Good told Apparel 
Insider: “Spinnova is poised to reach 
industrial scale by year-end through 
their new pilot factory. Spinnova 
already has some early partnerships 
with fashion houses in place, and is 
looking to build on these with larger 
fashion brands. Future business 
models include partnering with 
brands by licensing the technology 
or setting up joint ventures for fibre 
production. Fashion for Good will 
support Spinnova by fostering these 
relationships through its network, as 
well as by advising on key business 
decisions to be made along this 
roadmap.”

But what about barriers to scale? 
Asked about this, Klevant Groen told 
us: “Spinnova’s production method 
allows for many knit, woven and 
non-woven applications, including 
in blends. This means that finding 
the right launching product at scale 
is a key decision – one which they 
would like to make with a committed 
co-development partner willing to 
open up their supply chain and share 
product specifications.

“This is where Fashion for Good’s 
brand network can provide invaluable 
support. The corporate partners for 
example can help with clarifying 
on product specifications, whilst 
via their network of manufacturers 
they will discover the production 
requirements.”

Discover more
https://spinnova.fi
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n our last issue we reported on 
research from the US which 

showed that sourcing practices by 
apparel brands and retailers are 
squeezing suppliers in Bangladesh, 
hitting margins and leading to low 
wages and poor working conditions. 
A twelve-month survey of factory 
owners found that in Bangladesh, 
since Rana Plaza, the price paid by 
lead firms to supplier factories had 
declined by 13 per cent.

Actually, the issue of questionable 
sourcing practices isn’t confined 
to Bangladesh. Go to any garment 
sourcing hub where factory worker 
wages are low (ie all of them) and ask 
why achieving anything like a living 
wage is so difficult. The argument 
will always follow the same path. 
Workers will claim factory bosses are 
underpaying them. Factory bosses 
and also, in many cases, government 
officials, will in turn say that factories 
can’t afford to pay higher wages 
because brands squeeze them so hard 
on unit prices.

Leaving aside the fact that some 
factories may well be being 
disingenuous here, and be more 
than capable of raising wages, 
there is, it would appear, a rather 
obvious solution to all of this. Why 
not get all actors involved in this 
process – workers, employers, unions 
and brands – around one table 
and let them thrash things out for 
themselves?

This is precisely what ACT (Action 
Collaboration Transformation) is 
doing. The concept of ACT has been 
around for some time yet it has 
managed to stay below the radar. 

We are surprised by this because we 
think ACT actually offers the most 
realistic – perhaps only – chance 
of securing fair wages for garment 
workers in Asia. It could be a real 
game-changer in this area, although 
note the emphasis on the word could 
because it is still very much early 
days.

So what is ACT? ACT is essentially a 
collective bargaining tool which sees 
global apparel brands and retailers 
and trade unions working to achieve 
living wages for workers through 
industry-wide collective bargaining 
linked to purchasing practices.

This final point is key. Efforts 
to tackle low wages previously 
have failed to grasp the nettle of 
purchasing practices, yet as Jenny 
Holdcroft, assistant general secretary 
of Indusriall Global Union points 
out, whenever discussions around 
worker pay and conditions arise, 
“fingers quickly start pointing to 
purchasing practices. At the moment, 
so much of what an employer can 
pay in terms of wages is determined 
by purchasing practices. ACT is 
about bringing these different strands 
together.”

Where ACT is different to anything 
that has been tried previously is that 
it directly links brand purchasing 
practices to garment sector wages. 

I This means that payment of the 
negotiated wage is supported and 
enabled by the terms of contracts 
with global brands and retailers.

Holdcroft tells us that 20 major 
brands are already on board with 
ACT, these including H&M, 
Inditex, PVH and Bestseller. So far, 
the mechanism has been trialed 
in Myanmar and Cambodia. 
Bangladesh, where real wages for 
garment workers are lower than 
anywhere except Ethiopia, is the next 
target, although this could be some 
way off (especially given that the 
Government of Bangladesh seems 
very keen to usher the Bangladesh 
Accord out of the door).

Explaining more, Holdcroft says: “We 
are testing the waters in Cambodia 
and Myanmar but we have to be clear 
that this is a process that will take 
years. We are going to do it properly 
in a systemic manner.

“Cambodia is the most advanced as 
they are currently in negotiations 
around an industry- wide agreement 
which would be a first step.

“In Myanmar, we are having a 
meeting convened by the Labour 
Minister next month. From a 
government perspective, there is a 
lot to be gained by having a system 
which places the onus on brands to 
raise unit prices.”

One potential flaw we saw with 
ACT was the option for brands to 
simply opt out of it, undercutting 
other brands on unit price. Surely it 
needs all brands involved to work? 
Addressing this, Holdcroft told us: 
“We are hopeful that brands which 
are not part of ACT will join the 
commitments which ACT brands 
make around areas such as pricing 
and volume. 

“Ideally we want to get all brands on 
board with this. On a competitive 
level, brands and retailers don’t want 
to be paying higher unit prices than 
their rivals so this really needs to be 
done at an industry level.”

Back to Cambodia and Myanmar, 
then. When can we start seeing 
wages that have been negotiated 
through the ACT process? Holdcroft 
tells us that the first step for these 
countries is for employers and unions 
to negotiate wage levels. “We are 
offering the carrot in terms of brand 
support whereby we are saying ‘once 
you get that agreement, that is when 
the brand purchasing commitment 
will kick in terms of price and 
volume,” she says.

The debate around living wages in 
garment sourcing hubs rages on. 
While there are various definitions 
of a living wage (which we won’t go 
into here), one thing most of us agree 
on is that the various actors in the 
multi-billion dollar global apparel 
industry should be able to find a way 
to pay the people who actually make 
our clothing a little more. The money 
is doubtlessly there along supply 
chains, but ensuring it reaches those 
at the coalface has proved elusive 
until now.

Can ACT change that? And can it 
prove the mechanism by which living 
wages move a step closer for garment 
workers in places such as Myanmar, 
Cambodia, Bangladesh and beyond?

Answering, Holdcroft tells us: 
“Yes it can. There really is no other 
solution. But employers and  brands 
need to truly commit to changing 
the way they do business. With this 
commitment and the support of 
governments we can transform the 
industry to a model that delivers for 
all.”

“Fingers quickly 
start pointing 
to purchasing 
practices. At 
the moment, so 
much of what 
an employer 
can pay in 
terms of wages 
is determined 
by purchasing 
practices

“

Pioneering work in Myanmar and Cambodia is looking to link garment sector wages 
and sourcing practices - with promising results. MARK LANE reports

Economics

Back to basics
US$200 per month is about the average monthly 
wage for garment, textile and footwear (GTF) workers 
in developing Asia according to the most recent 
update from the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO). Wages in GTF production hubs remain 
stubbornly low across the board in developing Asia, 
for a great many reasons, the most obvious being 
that factories are often competing on price and 
price alone. The latest ILO estimates indicate average 
earnings were less than US$200 per month in eight 
of the 12 countries with available data.

On the high end, nominal average wages in China 
and Thailand were US$582 and US$267, respectively. 
By contrast, nominal average wages for employees 
in the GTF sector were only about US$100 a month 
in Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic and 
Myanmar at the time of the most recent labour force 
surveys, although these estimates do not reflect 
recent changes in minimum wage legislation.

It is in Bangladesh, however, where GTF sector 
wages have become most highly politicised and 
the focus of media debate way beyond specialised 
publications such as our own. 

Bangladesh’s last revision of minimum wages (from 
Tk 3,000 in 2010 to Tk 5,300 or almost US$65) came 
into effect from Jan 1, 2014. In July 2018, employers’ 
representatives proposed to increase the monthly 
minimum wage to 6,360 BDT (US$ 75), while a trade 
union representative in the minimum wage board 

proposed an increase up to 12,020 BDT 
(US$ 142). We expect agreement to 

be reached between US$90 and 
US$100.

Wages globally for garment 
and textile workers
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companies about workforce 
management is weak and 
inconsistent between 
comparable firms.

The WDI’s ultimate goal 
is to improve the quality 
of jobs in the operations 
and supply chains of multinational 
companies, which would contribute 
towards poverty alleviation and the 
delivery of Sustainable Development 
Goal 8 – ‘decent work for all’.

Matt Christensen, global head of 
responsible investment, AXA IM, 
told us: “As companies have been 
reinforcing their disclosures on 
environmental topics over recent 
years, we wish to see a similar effort 
with social factors. Companies 
should disclose data that is material, 
consistent and comparable enough 
to truly understand their approach 
to workforce management in their 
annual reports.”

Added Liza McDonald, head of 
responsible investment, First State 
Super: “We believe integrating ESG 
issues into our investment process will 
lead to favourable long-term outcomes 
for our members. By collaborating 
with other investors through the WDI 
we want to encourage companies, 
both in Australia and further afield, to 
improve their reporting on workforce 
and supply chain related topics.”

We also caught up with Clare 
Richards, a programme manager with 
ShareAction’s Good Work programme. 
Richards has witnessed growing 
interest by investors in sustainability 
and CSR issues in recent years, the 
clearest example of this being the 
increase in numbers of the WDI over 
12 months from 79 to more than 110 
investors.

Was there a tipping point for such 
interest? Richards tells us: “You 
can’t really over state Rana Plaza for 
exposing a fault line in supply chains. 
That was catastrophic for workers 
but it also exposed a huge blind spot 
in terms of supply chains and what 
investors didn’t know regarding where 
companies are sourcing their goods. 
This also highlighted the potential 
reputational risk businesses are 
exposed to when people are not being 
particularly well managed.”

Richards also suggests the growth 
of passive investments such as index 
funds – which track markets such 
as the Dow Jones 500 – is having an 
impact on how funds are managed. 
Such funds, as Taraporevala alluded 
to in his op-ed, require a long term 
approach, with buying and selling 
shares to make a quick buck simply 
not part of the agenda. Accordingly, 
there is a desire from such funds to 
gain a holistic picture from businesses 
they are investing in – and for 
engagement.

Richards tells us there are also 
broader factors at play. She says: 
“Most investors we deal with on 
the Workforce Disclosure Initiative 
understand that, while these are 
material issues, it is also the right 
thing to do. Business depends on well 

Investor activism

n an op-ed for the Financial 
Times recently, Cyrus 

Taraporevala, president and CEO of 
State Street Global Advisors – which 
has US$2.8 trillion in assets under 
management – felt the need to defend 
its investment approach.

Funds such as State Street have come 
under-fire from business leaders in 
recent times, which have accused them 
of trying to impose social values on 
businesses by raising environmental 
and social concerns with the boards of 
the companies in which they invest.

Taraporevala’s message was simple: 
there will be no turning back on 
this approach. He said: “… we need 
to take a long-term perspective on 
behalf of our clients. At a time when 
some activist shareholders are keen 
on extracting short-term profits from 
companies, we provide a healthy and 
necessary counterweight.

“Increasingly, our clients are pushing 
for more clarity on non-traditional 
investment issues. They want to know 
how companies are incorporating 
climate risk into their long-term 
strategy; whether they are adopting 
best practices around corporate 
governance, board quality and pay 
policies…”

We are hearing more and more of 
such rhetoric from asset managers 
right now, and there are significant 
implications here for apparel supply 
chains. 

Consider, for instance, the following: 

Nien Hsing Textile Co, a leading 
Taiwan textile business which 
lists as its customers Levi’s, VF 
Corp, Gap and Tommy Hilfiger 
has recently been placed “under 
observation” by Norges Bank 
Investment Management, due to 
an “unacceptable risk of serious 
systematic human rights violations.”

Nien Hsing Textile Co is actually one 
of several businesses which are 
now being monitored by NBIM, 
the arm of Norway’s central 
bank that manages the 
country’s trillion dollar 
oil fund.

Among businesses to be 
completely excluded from 
the fund during the same 
announcement were Chinese 
fabric producer Luthai Textile 
Co due to an “unacceptable risk 
of serious or systematic human 
rights violations.”

Why do businesses get placed 
under observation or excluded 
from the fund? A spokesperson 
told us that decisions on 
exclusion by NBIM are made on 
the basis of recommendations 
from the fund’s Council on 
Ethics, adding that there are 
currently 145 companies 
excluded from the fund and 23 
under observation.

Our sources tell us NBIM is one 
of the more progressive funds, 
but it is also a serious business 
with a long term outlook. It 

I

“As companies 
have been 
reinforcing 
their 
disclosures on 
environmental 
topics over 
recent years, 
we wish to see 
a similar effort 
with social 
factors

“

Matt Christensen,  
global head of responsible 
investment, AXA IM

functioning societies. These investors 
have multiple areas of business they 
are balancing. Squeezing one part can 
cause problems in other areas. It is 
destabilising.”

What is really interesting here, as far 
as apparel supply chains go, is that 
we are now seeing some unlikely 
bedfellows. For years, NGOs such 
as the Clean Clothes Campaign 
and Industriall Global Union have 
called for better wages and working 
conditions in garment supplier 
factories. There has also been a 
recognition that for this to happen, 
suppliers need greater certainty with 
regards contracts. Or, as Richards puts 
it, “building longer term relationships 
rather than fast turnaround, short 
contracts where there is no incentive 
for somebody bidding for that 
contract to invest [in sustainability].”

Richards suggest investment funds 
are now pushing towards this same 
goal – investment by multi-nationals 
in supply chain workforces. “At the 
moment you are getting what may 
previously have seemed unlikely 
allies saying same thing. Investors are 
saying, ‘yes we want you to deliver 
profits but we want you to do it in a 
way that is sustainable.’”

won’t invest in companies which 
could cause it problems further down 
the line or which represent a risk.

The message here is crystal clear: 
brands, more than ever, need to think 
carefully about their supply chains. 
Who are they working with, are any 
of their suppliers likely to have the 
financial rug pulled from under them 
by concerned investors, do their 
suppliers have a sustainable approach? 
All are serious questions, but none are 
easy to answer.

Offering further evidence of the way 
in which the wind is now blowing 
on such issues was a report that 
more than 100 institutional investors 
which manage over US$12 trillion 
of assets are now demanding better 
information from apparel brands 
– including Gap, H&M, Nike and 
Inditex - on issues such as workers’ 
rights and health and safety in 

supply chains. The investor group 
features institutions in 11 
countries including Schroders, 
UBS, Amundi, HSBC Asset 
Management, Axa Investment 
Managers, and Legal and General 
IM.

Coordinated by ShareAction’s 
Workforce Disclosure Initiative 
(WDI) – launched last year - 
the investor signatories backed 
a survey sent to 500 global 
companies from 11 sectors, 
asking for improved supply chain 
data. Companies, which include 
a significant apparel sector 
contingent, are selected based 
on their market capitalisation, 
significance within their sector, 
and size of their workforce.

The WDI was launched in 
response to investor concerns 
that the quality of data from 

More than 100 institutional investors recently backed an 
initiative demanding better information from multi-nationals, 
including apparel brands such as Gap, H&M, Nike and Inditex, 
on sustainability issues in their supply chains. By MARK LANE

Investors get 
serious on sustainable  
supply chains
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PARIS – A memorandum of understanding 
focusing on sustainable fashion was 
signed by Global Fashion Agenda and 
French fashion school, Institut Français 
de la Model, during the French President 
Emmanuel Macron’s recent state visit to 
Denmark. The signing occurred during the 
Economic Forum, and signalled a mutual 
wish to strengthen ties and establish 
more partnership agreements aimed at 
accelerating sustainability in the fashion 
industry.

Future projects include the possibility 
of engaging decision makers from the 
c-suite, mainly CEOs and creative directors, 
via leadership roundtables and issuing 

joint communications on the challenges, 
advancements, actions taken and policies 
implemented regarding sustainability.

Eva Kruse (pictured), CEO of Global Fashion 

Agenda, said: “Global Fashion Agenda 
is on a mission to tackle the social and 
environmental challenges facing our 
industry and planet. Confronting those 
global challenges requires a united effort. 
The French fashion industry is one of the 
world’s most powerful and influential, 
which is why we already work closely with 
sustainability pioneer and leading French 
luxury group Kering, but signing this MoU 
is vital to accomplishing broader changes in 
French fashion companies and to creating 
concrete initiatives to educate and guide 
industry leaders towards new business 
models that will secure the future of people, 
profits and the planet.”

France and Denmark sign fashion MoU 

AMSTERDAM – Fashion for Good will 
open a museum in October which explores 
issues around sustainable fashion. Open 
seven days a week, the showcase will include 
interactive technology and circular fashion 
innovations.

The museum aims to “change the hearts and 
minds of visitors by helping them discover 
the stories behind their clothes, learn how 
they can take action and explore how they 
can have an impact on both an industry and 
international level.”

Visitors will get the chance to learn about 
the history of sustainable fashion, discover 
more sustainable products and explore 

future fashion innovations.

Said a note from Fashion for Good: 
“Through a series of interactive exhibits and 
activations, visitors will be able to discover 
more than 50 innovations set to disrupt the 
fashion industry.

“At the centre of the experience is a digitally-
enabled good fashion journey, through 
which they can discover and commit to ways 
to make a difference. at the end, visitors 
can take home their own personalised 
good fashion action plan, a digital guide 
filled with, inspiring tips, as well as ways to 
implement them into their daily lives.”

Fashion for Good to 
open museum 

SYDNEY – New government research has 
highlighted the potential for increased cotton 
production in northern Australia. The Northern 
Australia Water Resource Assessment studied 
possible growth areas for fibre and food 
production in Australia’s north. The study, led 
by Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation, identified the potential 
for new dams, which could significantly boost 
the viability of irrigated cropping industries 
such as cotton.

The Australian cotton industry produces 
about 900,000 metric tonnes of cotton 
each year, with almost 100 per cent of this 
exported through ports in Brisbane, Sydney 
and Melbourne. Cotton Australia signed 
a partnership agreement in 2014 with BCI 
allowing cotton produced under the Australian 
myBMP certification to be sold into the global 
market as Better Cotton.

Cotton Australia has welcomed the findings 
of the federal study, with CEO Adam Kay 
suggesting it is good news for northern 
Australian farmers who are looking to move 
into growing higher value irrigated crops like 
cotton.

Kay said: “These findings provide further 
evidence for what the Australian cotton 
industry has long recognised and advocated: 
northern Australia is a valuable region for 
agricultural growth in this country, and cotton 
can play an integral role in forging this exciting 
new frontier.”

Study highlights 
potential for Australia 
cotton expansion
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NAYPYIDAW – A major UN report has 
concluded that Myanmar’s military leaders, 
including its top commander, need to 
be further investigated and potentially 
prosecuted for genocide, crimes against 
humanity, and war crimes against Rohingya 
Muslims. The report follows a fact-finding 
mission and comes in the wake of a violent 
crackdown last year which forced more than 
half a million refugees to flee to neighbouring 
Bangladesh.

The report’s findings will do nothing to dispel 
concerns of apparel brands, among them 
Gap, H&M and M&S, sourcing from Myanmar. 

A source in the country told us that, privately, 
many brands sourcing from Myanmar have 
expressed deep concern about the atrocities 
that have taken place and continue to 
monitor the situation closely. Further unrest 
in the country surely raises the spectre of the 
reimposition of economic sanctions.

The UN report condemns the “gross human 
rights violations and abuses committed 
in Kachin, Rakhine, and Shan states,” and 
suggests they “stem from deep fractures in 
society and structural problems that have 
been apparent and unaddressed for decades.”

It follows a year long investigation 
conducted by a three-member panel. 
The report documents an array of crimes 
including murder, enforced disappearance, 
enslavement, imprisonment, torture, rape, 
and sexual slavery.

Among recommendations, it says: “The 
international community, through the 
United Nations, should use all diplomatic, 
humanitarian, and other peaceful means to 
assist Myanmar in meeting its responsibility 
to protect its people from genocide, crimes 
against humanity, and war crimes.”

NEW YORK – US apparel brands are 
switching away from China as a sourcing hub 
amid fears over US-China tensions. Vietnam 
and Bangladesh are the likely beneficiaries 
with China now typically accounting for only 
11-30 per cent of companies’ total sourcing 
value or volume, compared with 30-50 per 
cent in the past. Despite this, China remains 
by far the world’s biggest apparel and textile 
exporter, according to the US survey.

The United States Fashion Industry 
Association found that protectionism is the 
top challenge for the US fashion industry 
in 2018. For the second year in a row, 
“protectionist trade policy agenda in the 

United States,” ranked the top challenge for 
those surveyed.

The most popular sourcing strategy remains 
‘China plus Vietnam plus Many,’ however, 
more companies plan to further diversify 
their production in response to the changing 
business and trade policy environment, 
especially with regards to China.

85 per cent of respondents also said 
they plan to allocate more resources for 
sustainability and social compliance in the 
next two years.

However, the availability of operational 
budget remains the primary hurdle for 
companies that want to do more.

LONDON – Demand for Cotton made in 
Africa (CmiA) procured cotton leapt by a 
remarkable 79 per cent in 2017. Estimates 
suggest around 90 million CmiA certified 
products were launched on the market in 2017 
as demand increased from the textile industry 
and CmiA retail partners. Early forecasts suggest 
the trend will continue in 2018.

Said Tina Stridde, managing director, CmiA: “Our 
partners are demonstrating that sustainable 
cotton can be used worldwide on a very broad 
basis in the textile industry. With Cotton made 
in Africa, textile companies can reconcile 
sustainability with profitability and contribute 
to the protection of the environment and to 
better working and living conditions for African 
smallholder farmers and their families.”

CmiA now certifies around 40 per cent of the 
cotton produced by smallholder farmers in 
sub-Saharan Africa. Additional companies now 
on board with CmiA include Tendam Global 
Fashion Retail from Spain, Vlisco from Holland 
and Gudrun Sjöden from Sweden.

Around 1,033,500 smallholder farmers in sub-
Saharan Africa are currently working with CmiA 
and growing cotton in accordance with the 
CmiA sustainability criteria.

CmiA cotton 
demand soars

InBrief
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US brands switch 
sourcing from China 

Myanmar stung by UN rap sheet 
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SYDNEY – We’ve been closely following 
the drought in Australia. As well as hitting 
farming production, it has also taken 
an enormous human toll on the tens of 
thousands of family sheep farms which make 
up the country’s wool industry. 

As we went to press, latest figures showed 
Australian wool production was forecast to 
fall by 5.7 per cent for the 2018/19 season. 
The Australian Wool Production Forecasting 
Committee said the fall reflects an expected 
reduction in both the number of sheep shorn 
and average wool cuts per head as a result of 
the dry seasonal conditions across most of 
the country. Australia produces 90 per cent of 
the world’s apparel wool.

Committee chairman, Russell Pattinson said 
that, “adverse seasonal conditions in many 
sheep producing areas across Australia have 
resulted in a high turn-off of sheep and 
lambs. It will also mean lower average fleece 
weights in several states.

“The Committee’s first forecast for the 
2018/19 season made in April at 333 mkg 
assumed that normal seasonal conditions 
would prevail. That has obviously not been 
the case with conditions worsening in many 
wool producing regions across Australia”.

Talking to Apparel Insider, Nigel Gosse, 
country manager UK and Turkey with 
the Woolmark Company, a subsidiary of 
Australian Wool Innovation, said: “Nationally, 
it was the driest July since 2002 and below 
average for most of southern Australia.

“Drought conditions are affecting most 
Australian sheep growing regions, however, 
NSW is experiencing the highest levels of 
drought with the state declared in drought; 
NSW is the state with the largest wool 
producing capacity.

“Parts of neighbouring Queensland are also 
suffering, along with regions in Victoria and 
South Australia which are also managing 
extreme dry weather.

“AWI has a range of drought planning, 
management and recovery resources 
available for woolgrowers going into, 
enduring and recovering from drought.”

Wool production is expected to fall in all 
states except Tasmania with the largest 
reductions expected in NSW (down 8.9 per 
cent) and South Australia (down 6 per cent).

Keep a close eye on our website for updates 
on this concerning situation.

DÜSSELDORF  – C&A has launched what 
could arguably claim to be the world’s most 
sustainable jeans. The leading European 
clothing retailer’s new line are Cradle to 
Cradle Certified at the Gold level. Designed 
in partnership with Fashion for Good, the 
business told Apparel Insider it has planned for 
about 150,000 pairs of C2C certified jeans at 
both Bronze and Gold level, while additional 
Gold level certified jeans are already ordered.

The most exciting thing here is that C&A 
wants these to be a mainstream offering. 
A spokesperson told us: “Our goal was the 
development of a C2C Gold level certified 
jeans that we can produce at large scale and 
sell it profitable at an affordable price. We have 
definitely achieved this with the Bronze level 
jeans.

“The production of Gold level certified jeans 
requires we use a specific cotton sewing 
thread which would have a significant impact 
on production cost and hence on the selling 
price. We have therefore decided to produce 
a smaller amount of Gold level certified jeans 
and a larger amount of Bronze level certified 
jeans to maintain the price level that our 
customers are used to.

“We have priced the Gold level certified jeans 
at the same level (€29) as the Bronze level 
certified jeans that we sell in our stores to 
make more sustainable fashion available to all 
at affordable prices.”

The Cradle to Cradle Gold Level assesses 
garments in areas such as human and 
environmental health, recyclability or 
biodegradability, energy and water 
requirements and social fairness.

The jeans have been launched alongside the 
world’s first ‘Guide on Developing Cradle to 
Cradle Certified denim’, with lessons learned 
by C&A, which will be published along with 
the jeans’ product launch on Fashion for 
Good’s website. 
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hammers wool output 

ASHGABAT – Apparel brands are 
being urged not to source cotton from 
Turkmenistan amid fresh reports that 
children were mobilised to pick cotton there 
for the first time in a decade during the 
latest harvest.

Forced labour in Turkmenistan’s cotton 
production is already an internationally 
recognised concern, with the UN last year 
urging the country to “promptly put an 
end to forced labour in the cotton sector.” 
Meanwhile, in May this year, US Customs and 
Border Protection issued a formal ban on the 
importation to the US of “all Turkmenistan 
cotton or products produced in whole or in 
part with Turkmenistan cotton.”

Anti-Slavery International is now urging all 
brands to pledge not to, “knowingly source 

cotton from Turkmenistan due to systematic 
forced and child labour in the sector.”

Talking to Ethical Trading Initiative, Klara 
Skrivankova, UK and Europe programme 
manager with Anti Slavery International, 
claimed: “Turkmen cotton is produced in 
forced labour conditions.

 “Our partners Alternative Turkmenistan 
News found that in the last harvest the 
situation had worsened: in 2017, for the 
first time in a decade, authorities in some 
districts also mobilised masses of children to 
pick cotton.”

Turkmenistan is the 7th largest exporter 
of cotton in the world, while 80 per cent of 
Turkmenistan’s cotton exports go to Turkey, 
Europe’s largest apparel exporter.

NASHIK  – One of the world’s leading 
recycled polyester businesses says it 
plans to expand production capacity 
at its Indian plant from a current 8,000 
tonnes to around 30,000 tonnes per 
year in a move which would see it 
recycling approximately eight million 
plastic PET bottles per day. Singapore-
based Perpetual Global Technologies 
is capitalising on booming demand by 
apparel brands for recycled polyester.

Adidas has said it plans to be using 100 per 
cent recycled polyester in its products by 
2024, while French sports brand Decathlon 
has also pledged to use 100 per cent 
recycled polyester in its textile products 
sold in France by the end of 2021.

Perpetual has developed and successfully 
commercialised an environmentally 
sustainable and cost-effective process 
to reverse engineer consumer waste PET 
bottles into high quality sustainable (poly)
ester. This sustainable ester can directly 
replace conventional esters made from 
PTA and MEG, both high carbon footprint 
petrochemicals.

The business produces feedstock which 
is used to manufacture PET from PTA and 
MEG and supplies high-grade sustainable 
filament yarns that are sold to customers 
worldwide.

The announcement from Perpetual follows 
news that BPPL Holdings PLC (BPPL) has 
recently inaugurated one of Sri Lanka’s first 
state-of-the-art polyester yarn plants.

rPET capacity 
expands in India 

GREENSBORO – US apparel giant VF 
Corporation has announced it will spin 
off its Lee and Wrangler jeans businesses 
into an independent public company as it 
looks to focus more on profitable brands 
such as Vans sneakers and outdoor brand 
The North Face. The company’s jeans 
businesses have underperformed in recent 
years, with the denim market becoming 
increasingly saturated thanks to the 
growth of private label jeans from retailers 
such as Walmart. Annual sales of VF-made 

jeans were down one per cent in the 
company’s latest reporting period, against 
a backdrop of an overall rise in sales of 
12.5 per cent.

The newly reorganised VF Corp, which 
also recently sold apparel brand Nautica, 
will also retain Timberland. It will have an 
annual revenue of more than US$11bn, 
while the jeans spin-off, which is yet to 
be named, will have a turnover of just 
over US$2.5bn. The deal is expected to be 
completed in the first half of 2019.

VF Corp spins out denim business  

Child labour 
reports in 
Turkmenistan  
cotton sector 

“Drought conditions are affecting most Australian sheep 
growing regions, however, NSW is experiencing the highest 
levels of drought with the state declared in drought; NSW is the 
state with the largest wool producing capacity”
Nigel Gosse, country manager UK and Turkey, Woolmark
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MILAN – Italian recycled insulation 
business, Thermore, has released a new 
solution which sees up to ten bottles 
recycled for each jacket insulated with 
its fibres. The company’s new Eco-down 
fibres are animal-free, and made from 100 
per cent PET bottles.

In-house tests have demonstrated that 
Thermore’s Ecodown fibres achieve the 
same loft as high quality 90/10 feathers 
and can likewise be “blown into a 
garment.”

Said the company in a press note: “The loft 
of down products is calculated with the 
‘fill power test,’ fibres are blown through a 
cylinder and their volume is measured. The 
higher the ‘fill power,’ the puffier the jacket. 
Tests performed on Ecodown Fibres have 
reported an outstanding fill power of over 
600, which is how the product is able to 
guarantee that ‘puffy’ look. Moreover, this 
insulation is incredibly durable: its one-of-
a-kind multi-shape structure allows high 
resistance and prevents it from clumping 
when washed.”

Thermore launches 100% recycled down alternative 

VIGO – The world’s largest apparel business, 
Inditex, has started a pilot project with the 
Port Authority of Vigo in Spain which aims 
to one day convert marine waste - including 
plastic and discarded fishing nets - into 
textiles and garments on “an industrial scale.”

The business told Apparel Insider it is 
supporting the two-year pilot project with 
an initial €400,000 backing in what is one 
of the most wide-reaching projects of its 
nature to date. In theory, waste will be 
converted into synthetic fibres for use by 
Inditex brands, including Zara.

As well as the Port Authority of Vigo and 
Inditex, we understand several other 
organisations are involved in the “textiles 
from marine waste project” including 
the EU’s General Secretariat of Fisheries 
(Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Food 
and Environment); the Consellería do Mar; 
and the Technological Center of the Sea 
(Cetmar).

Carlos Botana, from the sustainability team 
at the Port Authority of Vigo, said the project 
could potentially be expanded to other 
ports in future.

HERZOGENAURACH – Adidas has confirmed 
to Apparel Insider bold plans to transition to 
100 per cent use of recycled polyester in all its 
products by 2024. The business, which says its 
summer 2019 collection will contain around 41 
per cent polyester, told us: “[we] will reach our goal 
by increasing the amount of recycled materials 
season by season.”  The business also said it is 
on track to meet its target of using 100 per cent 
sustainable cotton in its collections during the 
course of this year.

A spokesperson from the business told us: “At 
adidas, the key priorities of our sustainability 
strategy are: using more sustainable materials 
in our production, tackling water scarcity, the 
empowerment of supply chain workers.

“As part of our first priority (sustainable materials), 
it’s our ultimate ambition to replace all virgin 
plastic in our products

“We aim to use 100 per cent recycled polyester in 
every product and on every application where a 
solution exists by 2024

“Our product apparel range spring/ summer 2019 
already contains around 41 per cent recycled 
polyester. Adidas will source 100 per cent of cotton 
across all product categories in all its brands as 
‘sustainable cotton’ by 2018. [This equals] less water 
usage, less pesticide usage, promoting fair working 

conditions for the cotton farmers.”

We believe this is very significant news from 
adidas and offers evidence of how rapidly the 
sustainability landscape is shifting. There has been 
a general desire to increase the use of recycled 
polyester for several years, however, the stumbling 
block has always been cost, with recycled 
polyester often commanding a sizeable price 
premium over its virgin counterpart.

Adidas now seems to have grasped this nettle, 
its board member Eric Liedtke suggesting to the 
Financial Times in a separate interview that the 
business will absorb the cost increase over several 
years.

We also approached Puma on this issue. The 
business told us it believes, “more research and 
technological advances are needed to close 
recycling loops effectively.”

Stefan Seidel, head of corporate sustainability with 
German Puma also made a very valid point, telling 
Apparel Insider: “As we all know the recycling 
of plastic bottles works only for one cycle and 
after that one cycle we run into the same linear 
problems as for virgin polyester. Besides that, if 
we use plastic bottle flakes on a large scale for the 
textile industry – how does that impact recycling 
loops for the plastic bottle industry?”  Good 
question.

HANOI – The Vietnam Textile and Apparel 
Association (VITAS), the Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition (SAC) and Hong Kong-based 
garment firm TAL Group have announced 
plans to introduce the Higg Index into 
Vietnam’s textile and garment industry in 
a bid to develop a sustainable brand for 
Vietnamese textiles. 

Higg is an online self-assessment tool 
developed by the SAC which standardises 
measurements for environmental and social 
impacts in the textile, footwear and fashion 
industries. The self reporting tool is used 
globally by more than 8,000 manufacturers 
and 150 brands.

Research by VITAS shows that almost 70 per 
cent of  businesses in Vietnam are familiar 
with the Higg Index, but only 20.8 per cent of 
them have tried it.

At a press conference staged by VITAS, 
SAC CEO Jason Kibbey said Higg is 
a necessary benchmark to provide 
Vietnamese manufacturers with credibility 
with enterprises buying raw materials for 
production and selling products to the United 
States and EU countries.

News that Vietnam is collaborating with the 
SAC comes closely on the back of reports that 
the garment and textile industry in Vietnam 
has revised its export target to US$35bn for 
the year 2018, with the new target having 
been set owing to a significant increase in 
orders from foreign companies.
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Inditex backs apparel  
from marine waste pilot Adidas commits to 

recycled polyester

About You  
valued at 
US$1bn
HAMBURG – German fashion 
tech start-up, About You, has 
been valued at more than 
US$1bn after a new round of 
financing attracted US$300m 
of investment. With more than 
ten million monthly users, 
About You is one of the largest 
fashion and lifestyle platforms 
in Europe. The business, a 
subsidiary of the Otto Group 
which was established in 2014, 
made sales of €283m in 2017/18 
and is expecting sales of €450-
480m in the current financial 
year, which is equal to an annual 
volume of more than €1.6bn.

Heartland A/S, the investment 
holding company of one of 
Europe’s largest fashion retail 
groups, Bestseller, has joined 
About You as a new investor 
as part of a financing round of 
around US$300m. Heartland 
now has a double-digit stake 
in the business, with existing 
shareholders also including 
German Media Pool and Seven 
Ventures.

Otto Group remains as largest 
shareholder, however, going 
forward About You will be 
managed as an Otto Group 
portfolio company.

Aimed at people aged 20 
through 49, aboutyou.com 
contains a selection of over 
150,000 products from more 
than 1,000 brands.
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LONDON – Luxury brands including 
Gucci, Prada and Chanel as well as online 
brands Boohoo and Missguided have 
been slammed for a “complete lack of 
engagement” on the environmental 
challenges of viscose production in supply 
chains. New research from the Changing 
Markets Foundation claims that despite 
leadership from some brands – including 
Inditex, ASOS and M&S – a large part of 
the industry has “still not signed up to 
cleaner [viscose] production.”

Viscose is the third most commonly 
used textile fibre in the world and is 
growing in popularity due to its potential 
environmental advantages. After being 
cited by last year’s damning Changing 
Markets report on viscose pollution in 

supply chains, viscose producers, Austrian-
based Lenzing, and Indian business, 
Birla Cellulose have both committed to 
making all their sites meet the stringent 
EU Ecolabel requirements for viscose 
production by 2022.

Since last year’s report, seven retail brands 
have committed to cleaning up their 

viscose supply chain. Inditex, ASOS, Marks 
& Spencer, H&M, Tesco, Esprit and C&A 
have all signed up to Changing Markets’ 
Roadmap towards responsible viscose and 
modal fibre manufacturing. Next is also set 
to sign up in the coming weeks.

Natasha Hurley, campaign manager at 
Changing Markets Foundation, said: 
“After many years of complacency from 
fashion brands and producers with 
regard to the environmental impacts 
of viscose manufacturing, the tide is 
finally beginning to turn towards more 
responsible production methods. But the 
unlikely bedfellows of luxury brands and 
discount retailers continue to ignore an 
issue that is blighting people’s lives and 
the environment.”

Luxury brands coy on viscose sourcing 

AMSTERDAM – The Eco Passport standard 
of Oeko-Tex has achieved the highest level 
of certification in the ZDHC Conformance 
programme. ZDHC MRSL Conformance 
Level 3 indicates that Eco Passport certified 
chemical substances meet the ZDHC’s 
guidelines for safer textile chemistries 
that are also verified as being responsibly 
manufactured.

The ZDHC’s MRSL covers chemical 
substances that are limited or banned from 
intentional use in the production of apparel 
and footwear materials and trim in order 
to protect workers, consumers, and the 
environment.

“Since Eco Passport was announced as 
an indicator of ZDHC MRSL conformance 
in September 2017, several formulators 
added their Eco Passport certified chemical 

products to the ZDHC Gateway – Chemical 
Module. We are delighted to also recognise 
them as an indicator of ZDHC MRSL Level 
3 conformance,” said Scott Echols, ZDHC 
programme director.

Eco Passport analyses a broad set of 
chemicals including colorants, scouring 
agents, adhesives, inks, pigments, and 
auxiliaries in a confidential, three-step 
process that confirms that the formulations 
and individual ingredients (CAS level 
chemicals) meet specific criteria for 
sustainability, safety, and regulatory 
compliance. Chemical formulations are 
checked against the comprehensive 
Oeko-Tex list of substances of concern and 
then verified by laboratory evaluation to 
ensure that they do not contain unsafe 
contaminants.

DUSSELDORF – C&A Foundation 
has become the first European 
foundation to sign up to Glasspockets, 
a Foundation centre initiative that 
champions philanthropic transparency 
and encourages foundations to improve 
openness in their communications. 
Another notable aim of Glasspockets is 
to show how institutional philanthropy 
is relevant to the critical issues and 
challenges of our time.

The move is a significant one given the 
growth in the number of philanthropic 
foundations now in operation, many of 
them prevalent within the apparel space. 
Stakeholders are, quite rightly, entitled to 
ask searching questions about the nature 
of such foundations, including issues 
relating to funding.

Said C&A Foundation’s executive director, 
Leslie Johnston: “C&A Foundation is 
working hard to positively transform one 
of the world’s most opaque industries: 
fashion. To do so, we believe in the power 
of transparency which can move hearts, 
change minds, and nudge action.

“It is therefore equally important that 
we embrace transparency in how we 
operate. Joining Glass Pockets was an 
important first step, allowing us both 
to apply our deep commitment to 
transparency to ourselves and to learn 
from others on how else we can be 
more open.”

C&A makes transparent 
philanthropy move 

SAN FRANCISCO – US denim brand 
Levi Strauss has been praised by a leading 
environmental group after pledging to slash 
GHG emissions in its Asian supply chains by 
40 per cent by 2025. The move comes after 
the business came under-fire earlier this 
year for making renewable commitments 
in its retail stores, while ignoring supply 
chains where most climate impact takes 
place, particularly in Chinese coal-fired 
manufacturing plants.

Environmental group Stand.earth says 
the denim giant has set a new standard 
on climate commitments in the apparel 
industry.

Said Todd Paglia, executive director, Stand.
earth: “This is the kind of climate leadership 
the world needs to see. Denim giant Levi’s 
just set the apparel industry standard for 

reducing climate pollution in the entire 
supply chain. Now the rest of the fashion 
industry — including companies like Calvin 
Klein, American Eagle Outfitters, and VF 
Corporation (which owns Lee and Wrangler) 
— must follow suit.”

Levi’s says the 40 per cent reduction in 
GHG emissions in the supply chain will in 
large part be achieved by working with 
key suppliers to expand the International 
Finance Corporation’s Partnership for 
Cleaner Textiles (IFC PaCT) globally. The IFC 
PaCT is a public-private partnership that 
provides suppliers with technical expertise 
and access to low-cost financing to support 
sustainable energy and water investments.

Levi’s makes major climate pledge 

DENVER – The US Outdoor Industry 
Association (OIA) has released its first-
ever State of Sustainability in the Outdoor 
Industry report. The report aims to establish 
a baseline to measure the outdoor industry’s 
sustainability performance and provides 
guidance to prioritise future initiatives, while 
highlighting also examples of proactive 
approaches to sustainability that companies 
are taking to improve their businesses and 
positively impact their bottom lines.

Key takeaways from the report suggest 
sustainability is a core value to the outdoor 
industry regardless of company size, product 
type or location. The report suggests a 
remarkable 87 per cent of respondents 
are using the Higg Index to guide internal 
sustainability work. It also found 75 per 
cent of participating companies have at 
least one employee who is responsible for 
sustainability efforts in their organisation.

Products and materials emerged as a priority 
for all sizes of companies, with 69 per cent 
of respondents prioritising their efforts 
accordingly.

LONDON – UK clothing retailer Marks & 
Spencer has launched a new joint venture 
(JV) to bolster its digital transformation 
plans. The business is working with Founders 
Factory, a tech business co-founded by Brent 
Hoberman, founder of lastminute.com and 
Henry Lane Fox and focused on launching 
and scaling start-ups across a range of 
sectors.

The JV, Founders Factory Retail, is focused on 
discovering and developing start-ups. It is 
hoped that working with Founders Factory 
will give M&S direct access to cutting-

edge technologies through investment in 
entrepreneurs and businesses.

M&S will become the majority shareholder 
within the JV which will build a portfolio of 
investments in fast growth start-ups, which it 
will seek to grow and scale.

The launch of Founders Factory Retail bolsters 
the ongoing transformation of M&S, which 
is seeking to place digital at the heart of the 
business. M&S recently announced a strategic 
partnership with Microsoft, which is testing 
the capabilities of technology and artificial 
intelligence in a retail environment.

M&S to invest in 
digital start-ups 
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US retailer Walmart has become the 
largest shareholder in the Flipkart Group. 
The Flipkart Group is one of India’s largest 
e-commerce marketplaces and includes 
group companies Flipkart, Myntra, Jabong, 
and PhonePe. With the completion of 
the investment, Walmart now holds 
approximately 77 per cent of Flipkart.

Struggling US department store retailer 
Sears Holdings has announced another 
tranche of store closures. The business has 
said it will see a further 46 unprofitable 
locations shut before the end of 2018.

Leading textile dyes and chemical business 
Huntsman Corporation has opened a 
multi-purpose facility at the Amata Vietnam 
Industrial Park, near Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam. The site will house Huntsman’s 
Polyurethanes and Advanced Materials 
businesses.

British smart casual apparel retailer,  
Crew Clothing has acquired 25 Saltrock 
Surfwear stores in a pre-pack deal saving 
162 jobs. Plymouth Argyle chairman James 
Brent said he had relinquished control of 
the retailer after it faced “challenges” on the 
high street. Saltrock fell into administration 
on August 17.

Blue Point Capital Partners has acquired 
and recapitalised California clothing 
company Next Level Apparel Inc. Terms of 
the deal were not disclosed. Next Level was 
founded in 2003 and its products are sold 
blank to promotional product, ad specialty 
and other decorated apparel markets. 

UK retailer Sports Direct has purchased 
House of Fraser for £90m. The iconic 
department chain store had fallen into 
administration. At the time of writing, 
discussions are ongoing about how many 
stores will remain open.

Nylon and polyester business Invista has 
begun work to bring its latest adiponitrile 
(ADN) technology to China to satisfy 
strong, local demand for the nylon 6,6 
intermediate chemical. Engineering for a 
minimum 300,000-ton plant is underway 
at an estimated investment in excess of 
US1$bn. Construction is targeted for 2020 
and production would begin in 2023.

National Stores Inc, an off-price US apparel 
and housewares store operating under 
banners including Fallas and Factory 2-U, is 
preparing to file for bankruptcy according 
to reports in the US. Watch our website for 
updates on this story.

Hong Kong is to have its first yarn mill 
in more than half a century, to produce 
recycled yarn from used apparel thanks 
to a joint collaboration of non-profit H&M 
Foundation and the Hong Kong Research 
Institute of Textile and Apparel (HKRITA). 
The first production line with a daily 
capacity of one tonne of material is currently 
being installed in a refurbished building on 
the Tai Po Industrial Estate, New Territories. 

Charlesbank Capital Partners has acquired 
the assets of The Rockport Group, the US-
based maker of casual and dress shoes for 
men and women.

UK retailer Mothercare has successfully 
completed a share issue, raising £32.5m 
as it pushes ahead with sweeping store 
closures. The embattled babywear chain has 
undergone a significant refinancing while 
shutting stores ahead of restructuring.

The largest textile mill in the world for 
spinning coloured yarn opened recently 
in northwest China’s Xinjiang Uygur 
Autonomous Region. Constructed with an 
investment of US$735m, the mill in Aksu, 
owned by Huafu Fashion Co is the world’s 
largest supplier of melange yarn. It will see 
one million spindles installed by the end of 
the year.

Construction of a plant for processing 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET bottles) and 
producing staple fibre has been completed 
in Kazakhstan’s Turkestan region. With the 
full launch of the plant, more than 250 jobs 
will be created. Investors in the project are 
Kazakhstan GreenTechnology Industries 
and Hong Kong General Industry and 
Commerce.

Farfetch, a London-based e-commerce 
platform for high fashion, has filed for its IPO 
on the New York Stock Exchange, as it seeks 
to get ahead of luxury brands’ shift to digital, 
a segment that has been slow to embrace 
online. Farfetch has a base of just under 
1,000 high-end retailers and brands on its 
platform and operates a fee-based model. It 
holds no inventory outside of two London 
stores.
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