KATE FLETCHER



Sustainable Fashion and Textiles

Design Journeys

Kate Fletcher

Learlthsician

London e Sterling, VA



First published by Earthscan in the UK and USA in 2008

For a full list of publications please contact:

Earthscan

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Earthscan is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © Kate Fletcher, 2008.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing
from the publishers.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library:

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Fletcher, Kate, 1971-
Sustainable fashion and textiles design journeys | Kate Fletcher.
p.cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-84407-463-1 (hardback)- ISBN 978-1-84407-481-5 (pbk.)
1. Fashion design. 2. Textile design. 3. Sustainable design. I. Title.

TI1507.F583 2008
7 46. 9'2-dc22

2007041580

ISBN 13: 978-1-84407-463-1 (hbk)
ISBN 13: 978-1-84407-481-5 (pbk)

Typeset by Safehouse Creative
Cover design by Lucy Jane Batchelor
Printed and bound in India by Replika Press Pvt. Ltd.



Sustainable Fashion and Textiles

Design Journeys



For Mark, Jude and Cole



Acknowledgements

| thank Lynda Grose, one of my first readers, whose advice, wisdom and
encouragement continues to keep me going. My gratitude to Lucy Batch-
elor whose support, friendship and gorgeous design work has made such a
difference and has been so gratefully received. Thank you to Toni Spencer
and Arran Derbyshire for reading sections of the book, along with the many
others who gave feedback and advice when it was so badly needed. Thank
you also to Mathilda Tham, Anna Harvey, William Lana, Damien Sanfillippo,
Lee Holdstock, Ann Thorpe and Otto von Busch for so freely sharing their
ideas and information with me. | would like to thank all of those who provided
images for this book and who work so creatively and passionately to promote
sustainability in the fashion and textile sector. | thank all the people with
whom |'ve cut my design for sustainability teeth over the years, particularly
Emma Dewberry. Thank you to Tamsine O'Riordan, Camille Adamson and
Dan Harding at Earthscan who have treated me so well and have worked hard
to get this book out.

Most of all | thank my husband, whose scientific brain | borrow to clarify
ideas, whose love of short sentences has helped pare down the curlicues of
my writing style and who has looked after our two big small boys on his own a
lot over the last six months just to give me room to think.



Introduction

This book explores sustainability issues in fashion and textiles. It does this
from the perspective of design. Here design is used in its broadest sense, not
just as a stylist or shaper of things (though this too has an important role), but
also as a promoter of social change. Thus, while this book is about design,

it is not just for designers. It is relevant to anyone who is interested in taking
action and cultivating change towards sustainability. Sustainable Fashion and
Textiles: Design Journeys explores this action and change through the com-
plex, creative and consumerism-dominated world of fashion and textiles.



Sustainable Fashion and Textiles

The aim of this book is to promote a broad, pluralistic view of sustain-
ability ideas, issues and opportunities in the fashion and textile sector. The
goal is to show that there is a wealth of different ways in which we can go
about building long-lasting environmental and social quality through the
design, production and use of fashion and textiles that go beyond tradi-
tional ideas or expectations. After all, the challenge of sustainability — that is,
of integrating human well-being and natural integrity — is such that we can't
go on as before. Business as usual or, more to the point, fashion as usual,
is not an option. So what should we do instead? The answer, described in
the pages that follow, can be found in embracing a multiplicity of starting
points, involving many different people, operating across a range of differ-
ent time scales. The effect is to produce an array of more diverse, engaging
and resourceful fashion and textiles that secures employment for millions
of workers, gives manufacturing industry an opportunity to trial and de-
velop cutting-edge technologies and approaches that dramatically reduce
resource use, and uses the catalytic potential of design to bring change.

This book offers eight different starting points or ‘design journeys’ from
which we can begin to explore these opportunities. Each journey is explored
in a separate chapter and covers different, though interrelated, sustainability
ground. The journeys described in this book evoke a sense of a landscape.
As an analogy, the world of sustainable textiles and fashion is a place of
mountains, valleys, plateaus and swampy ground. The mountains rise up
like beacons or navigation points and show us ideals, values and direction
(where do we want to head?). The valleys in between represent where we
are now - at the beginnings of our journey, in the rich, fertile and enthusi-
astic soil of ideas and possibilities, and still perhaps a little unsure of how
the landscape will unfold. The swamps and plateaus represent the difficult
terrain where progress is slow. Perhaps it is uncharted territory, a dead end
or the start of a potentially exciting new area of investigation. Yet no matter
how bogged down we become or whichever vantage point we climb to, we
have a sense that no part of this world exists in isolation from the rest. The
landscape is a whole and it unfolds before us, changing, eroding and rising
up over time.

The design journeys in this book begin in Chapter 1 by navigating the
complexities of sustainability impacts of materials, and conclude in Chap-
ter 8 with a voyage into participatory design and open-source initiatives
relevant to fashion and textiles. None of them deals with entirely new or
futuristic ideas. All of them, or at least almost all of them, already exist to
a greater or lesser extent in the fashion and textile sector today. This book
draws them together into a holistic, multilayered and more sustainable
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Introduction

vision for the sector. This is a radical vision, but not an extreme one. Such a
vision, in the words of industrial ecologist John Ehrenfeld, ‘brings us back to
our roots — the meaning at the very origin of “radical” — and is the natural way
to go'.! This roots-based, nature-inspired and interconnected vision is devel-
oped throughout the book.

There are commonly thought to be two different value systems or world-
views that influence the approach we take to sustainability.? Crudely simplify-
ing things, the first can be described as ‘more of the same, but more efficient’
and involves making incremental changes to our present-day institutions and
practices to bring about improvements. The second sees sustainability as
necessitating ‘something different’. That is, something different to greater ef-
ficiency, also involving fundamental personal, social and institutional change.
This book is a blend of these two views. It is structured around ideas from the
‘'something different’ paradigm but infuses this structure with many of the
pragmatic, resourceful techniques and experience that have been developed
from incremental change in today’s fashion and textile sector. The result is a
collection of long-term and short-term solutions that help us ground our work
in inter-generational sustainability values and yet still be able to make deci-
sions today that are simple, practical and insightful.

Sustainable Fashion and Textiles: Design Journeys is thus part handbook,
part vision. It brings together information about lifecycle sustainability im-
pacts of fashion and textiles, practical alternatives, ecological concepts and
social innovation. The book defines the key relationships between sustain-
ability and the fashion and textile sector and it also challenges the sector to
change. Arranged in two parts, the first four chapters of this book represent
key phases of the textile product lifecycle. Chapter 1 explores the impacts
of cultivating or extracting textile fibres; Chapter 2 focuses on the produc-
tion phase of the lifecycle; Chapter 3, the use phase; and Chapter 4, issues
associated with end of life. Each of these chapters explores opportunities
to improve the sustainability of that lifecycle phase supported by data and
case studies, and reframes the issues in a holistic context. The remaining four
chapters focus on the sustainability of fashion and textiles at the systems
level, and explore opportunities to influence the root cause of many sustain-
ability problems. Chapter 5 considers the relationship between fashion and
consumption and reviews the ideas of designing for fundamental human
needs. Chapter 6 explores the possibility of developing local products and
those that are more resource efficient (i.e. light). Chapter 7 investigates issues
associated with speed and in particular describes slow fashion. And finally
Chapter 8 surveys participatory design and examines its potential for promot-
ing sustainability.
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While each of the chapters in this book is complete in and of itself, they A The
sustainability
landscape

are not autonomous or separate from each other. The first four lifecycle-
focused chapters clearly relate to each other in a dynamic way, and the final
four seek to influence the overall system of which the first four are a part. Thus
the chapters’ real value comes from what they represent together: innovative
ways of thinking about fabrics and garments based on sustainability values
and a broad, interconnected view of design. This broad view of design has
been described by the scientist Herb Simon: ‘Everyone designs who devises
courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones'.?
So in the context of this book, any actions or ideas that help facilitate change
towards sustainability are embraced as design. This is a broad category and
includes the work of community groups, big companies and individual con-
sumers, as well as professional designers. What the authors of these actions
and ideas have in common is that they are using practical skills and creative
thinking to innovate (normally with a group of other people) to produce prod-
ucts, ways of working or visions compatible with sustainability. Giving form to
sustainability in any or all of these ways is vital if it is to become a reality. As
the Nobel prize-winning economist Amartya Sen said ‘it is difficult to desire
what one cannot imagine as a possibility’. The hope is that this book can help
us both desire and imagine sustainability better.
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CHAPTER ONE Material Diversity

Materials play an emphatic role in our current understanding of what makes
fashion and textiles sustainable. They are, more often than not, our starting
point for change and a key commodity for farmer, designer, manufacturing
industry, consumer and recycler. Indeed materials have been at the centre
of both recent waves of interest in sustainable fashion and textiles. In the
first, in the early 1990s, natural and recycled fibres dominated trade shows,
trend predictions and industry journals. In the second, in the mid part of
the 2000s, organic, Fair Trade and rapidly renewable fibres have led design
innovation, with many companies basing their collections on choice of
‘alternative’ materials. The fact that materials seem to dominate our ideas



