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Management Overview

Management Overview

The apparel sector, as with other consumer products, continues to face 
a dynamic series of challenges associated with the environmental and 
social footprint across its supply chain. In particular, increased resource 
constraints, associated price volatility of raw materials e.g. water, cot-
ton, energy, a renewed focus on chemicals management from a “zero” 
tolerance perspective and internalising environmental costs in the  
business Profit and Loss are key trends. The business case for managing 
sustainability impacts continues to strengthen in line with risk manage-
ment and corporate reputation drivers. This is motivated by shareholder 
interest in the environmental and ethical footprint behind apparel 
steadily increasing from both consumers (albeit differing geographi-
cally) and investors who are becoming more informed on sustainability 
risks.

Sustainability trends and initiatives continue to evolve to respond to this 
changing landscape. Key focus areas are:-

•	 chemicals and effluent management moving from good environmental 

management to a drive for more preventative approaches and “zero 

discharge” commitments;

•	 scaling up sustainable cotton initiatives;

•	 ongoing improvements in supply chain traceability for environmental 

and social governance; 

•	 influencing the consumer on low impact laundering ;

•	 sustainable design and green procurement;

•	 lifecycle thinking and closed loop resource models;

•	 green supply chain management and benchmarking;

•	 growing use of low impact materials and ongoing eco-efficiency im-

provements in production;

•	 supplier relationship and capacity building to drive improvements in 

labour standards as distinct from compliance audits alone;
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•	 increasing consumption being recognised as the sustainability elephant 

in the room and front-runner brands starting to tackle this via consumer 

messaging.

Industry collaboration around shared sustainability challenges through 
pre competitive coalitions are increasingly the forums for developing 
solutions, in particular to develop metrics, tools and data. The latest 
trend at the most sophisticated end of sustainability innovations is the 
economic valuation of environmental impacts and incorporation in 
business tools e.g. Profit and Loss. Through the Puma Environmental 
Profit and Loss (EP&L), the apparel and footwear sector has been the 
first to do this and further PPR Group companies have committed to do 
this by 2015 continuing the trend.  While the methods used are early 
stage and need development, Puma’s EP&L shows the real economic 
costs of the environmental impacts of apparel are a significant cost and 
if internalised make the current business model significantly less attrac-
tive. This has strong implications for investors and wider shareholders 
in terms of how they view risk and investment potential into the future. 
There is a growing narrative in the apparel sector and wider on the im-
portance of including these currently hidden environmental and social 

costs to enable more informed decision making. Patagonia Chairman 
Yvon Chouinard and VP Sustainability Rick Ridgeway make the case for 
this in the Harvard Business Review 2011:

Businesses are rarely obliged to pay for the full toll their operations 

take on the world. Because many of these impacts have been hard 

to gauge with any precision—or to assign to individual businesses 

with fairness—their costs have remained external to businesses’ 

accounting. But what if those externalized costs could be quanti-

fied and assigned? What if we could get to the point where the 

lowest-priced T-shirt was also the one doing the least harm to the 

planet and society? In that scenario, consumers’ bargain hunting 

would align perfectly with business practices that sustain a healthy 

and just world, and powerful market forces would be put in the 

service of sustainability’s goals. 

Yvon Chouinard, Chairman and Rick 

Ridgeway VP Sustainability, Patagonia1

1  The Big Idea: The Sustainable Economy - Harvard Business Review, http://hbr.org/2011/10/
the-sustainable-economy/ar/1

http://hbr.org/2011/10/the-sustainable-economy/ar/1
http://hbr.org/2011/10/the-sustainable-economy/ar/1
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Introduction 

Introduction 

The guide is a business focused overview of key international sustain-
ability trends and initiatives senior management in apparel companies 
need to know about. If you are in a C-level position and / or Head of 
Sustainability, this is a must read to understand the status of business 
risks and opportunities from the sustainability impacts of apparel.

The guide covers the following:-

•	 Impacts and Risks - hotspot impacts and risk factors in apparel supply 

chains;

•	 Key sustainability trends and initiatives for the global apparel market.
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Impacts and Risks

Chapter Summary 

The business case for managing sustainability impacts across the sup-
ply chain is strong. It reduces risk, costs, strengthens brand reputation, 
customer loyalty and future proofs. This is a particular priority for the 
apparel sector because:-

•	 It has a complex, sub-contract heavy value chain spanning many coun-

tries making traceability a challenge. 

•	 Resource constraints and associated price volatility are increasing e.g. 

energy, water and cotton.

•	 Customers increasingly consider the environmental and ethical foot-

print of clothing in purchasing decisions.

An overview of the hotspot environmental and social impacts, global 
challenges and risk factors for the apparel supply chain are presented in 
this chapter to highlight the priority areas of focus.

Hotspot Impacts and Risk Factors in Apparel 
Supply Chains

Environmental Impacts
As illustrated below, the supply chain of apparel has significant envi-
ronmental impacts associated with both its production and consump-
tion. Its impacts include resource use - energy, water and materials use 
(i.e. fibres and chemicals),  generation of greenhouse gas emissions, 
effluent, pollution and waste.
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The environmental impacts of apparel are largely a function of the fibre/
fabric used and whether they are mixed (as in the bulk of clothes on the 
market). Fibres are natural, regenerated (derived from natural polymers 
but requiring treatment and processing) and synthetic. Regenerated 
and synthetic fibres are commonly grouped as “man-made” fibres. 
Examples of the dominant existing and emerging fibres are categorised 
below:

Examples of natural and man-made fibres

Natural Man-made

Cellulose Protein

Regenerated

Synthetic

Cellulose Protein

Existing
Cotton

Flax (line)

Silk

Wool
Viscose n/a

Acrylic

Nylon

Polyester

Emerging

Flax (short fibre)

Hemp

Jute

Nettle

Ramie

Spanish broom

n/a

Bamboo

Lyocell

Modal

Soybean
PLA

PTT

 Source: Defra, 2010

Cotton and polyester are the dominant fibres used in the highest vol-
umes in apparel for the global market (Defra, 2010).2 From a resource 
and climate change perspective, cotton has a significant water and car-
bon footprint while polyester has a significant carbon footprint.  These 
impacts are high at the raw materials and production stages. For energy 
and climate change, washing and tumble drying clothes are one of the 
highest impacts and difficult to improve as influenced by consumer 
laundering habits. Toxicity, effluent and pollution from chemical use 
(dyes, detergents, pesticides, insecticides)  is high at the raw material 
and production stages.  Excessive consumption and a limited infrastruc-
ture to recover clothing for reuse/recycling cause resource depletion 
and generate waste when clothing is no longer wanted.

The volume of apparel produced and consumed exacerbates all these 
impacts. While, the apparel market varies across the world, overall, it 
is dominated by a strongly growing value market (high volume / low-
price), followed by a stable mid-market (mid price) and a small luxury 
sector (high price /low volume).  Fast Fashion is the value market, char-
acterised by “fast” supply chains driven by the demand and capacity 
to change collections every 2-3 weeks which is a key factor in driving 
clothing consumption. 

The main opportunities for environmental improvements are in low 
impact fibre/fabric choices, production & assembly, influencing con-
sumers on consumption and low impact laundering and enabling reuse/
recycling in a closed loop chain. 

2  Role and Business Case for Existing and Emerging Fibres in Sustainable Clothing, FERA, De-
Montford and Leeds Universities, Defra, 2010
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Social Impacts
The social and ethical impacts of the apparel supply chain include the 
following:-

•	 Poor working conditions including child labour and sweatshop condi-

tions e.g. low wages, long hours, non respect of workers’ rights and 

health and safety risks. Local and migrant labour are used in the ap-

parel sector bringing geographically different social and ethical chal-

lenges ;

•	 Limited market access, information and trade terms for farmers and 

workers leading to inequitable trading conditions;

•	 Lack of a living wage provision and enforcement in many countries.

•	 Animal welfare for sheep, cows and fur producing animals used in ap-

parel.

Global Supply Chain Sustainability Challenges
The fact that the clothing supply chain is global and characterised by a 
diverse range of subcontract supply actors in the developing world and 
the use of migrant workers makes sustainability a particular challenge. 
Impacts span many countries that the apparel supply chain crosses. 
Significant impacts occur in the developing world where growing/pro-
cessing the raw material, production and distribution occur to support a 
global market.  China, India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are key ex-
amples where high impacts occur and the ability to effectively manage 

them has limitations. Impacts from the upstream supply chain stages 
of  retail, in use laundering and end of life waste are local problems 
relevant to all countries where apparel is consumed.

The complexity and global nature of the supply chain  can limit trans-
parency and the ability to effectively manage impacts across the sup-
ply chain. For example, most fabrics are bought on global commodity 
markets to make clothing. Retailers can buy clothing from known sup-
pliers, through agents or vendors. Determining origin and sustainability 
credentials of raw materials and supply chain processes are key chal-
lenges, even though many traceability schemes are available.

Outside of the factors within the control of apparel businesses, wider 
trade and policy issues have a major effect. Quotas and subsidies de-
signed to protect domestic agriculture and industry from the free market 
have economic, social and environmental implications e.g. artificially 
reducing the price of cotton or growing cotton in climates where the 
impacts are increased. Further, globally textile and clothing represent 
approximately 7% of world exports and support a significant number of 
economies and incomes around the world e.g. Cambodia, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka and Nepal. The interconnectedness of the industry means 
that changes in the trade and production of apparel can have signifi-
cant positive and negative impacts on national economies, and/or the 
growth or subsidence of the industry.3

3   UK Department for International Development (DfID) Responsible and Accountable Garment 
Sector scheme( RAGS), 2010 , http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Work-with-us/Funding-opportuni-
ties/Business/Responsible-and-Accountable-Garment-Sector-RAGS-Challenge-Fund-/

http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Work-with-us/Funding-opportunities/Business/Responsible-and-Accountable-Garment-Sector-RAGS-Challenge-Fund-/
http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Work-with-us/Funding-opportunities/Business/Responsible-and-Accountable-Garment-Sector-RAGS-Challenge-Fund-/
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Key Trends and Initiatives

Sustainability Trends Overview

Environmental improvements in the apparel sector have focused to date 
on chemicals risk management (dyes, detergents, pesticides), reducing 
the impacts of laundering, sustainable cotton, production eco-efficien-
cies and reuse & recycling. Traceability initiatives for environmental 
and social governance, Green Supply Chain Management & consumer 
communications on sustainability are growing trends. These are impor-
tant activities increasing in line with industry awareness, but are not yet 
a mainstream feature across the sector. Transformative innovations e.g. 
sustainable design, the development/use of low impact materials and 
technologies that enable closed loop resource savings are limited to a 
few leading global and niche brands. 

Pre competitive coalitions to collaborate on sustainability improve-
ments in apparel are growing. Examples are The Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition (global), Sustainable Clothing Action Plan (UK),  Nordic 
Initiative Clean and Ethical (Northern Europe) and Sustainable Fashion 
Business Consortium (Hong Kong). Outside of these in the wider sector, 

business awareness and capability is still low with limited clarity on 
what good sustainability practice means in practice. Despite a myriad 
of compliance based voluntary schemes for social and environmental 
improvements, there is still no integrated sector benchmark widely used 
to drive improvement such as exists in other sectors more advanced 
on sustainability (e.g. electronics or timber). There are a wide range of 
topic specific voluntary initiatives covering sustainable cotton, chemi-
cals management, low impact laundering, reuse and recycling, trace-
ability and wider CSR. 

For social impacts, compliance driven approaches have been develop-
ing over the last 20 years and even with the best of them, child labour 
and other unethical practices still occur. A shift is emerging amongst 
the brand retail and manufacturers that have been the drivers of these 
improvements to collaborate with their contract manufacturers and sup-
pliers to find solutions beyond audits and benchmarks alone. Building 
relationships vs. shifting supplier base for cost alone is the trend among 
the leaders. This enables longer term solutions and capacity to be built.
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At the heart of the apparel sector sustainability issue is price with short 
critical path times and downwards price pressure on suppliers a core 
part of the system. Resource constraints in particular for water and land 
for growing cotton  or production processes, as well as erratic weather 
patterns, are increasingly internalising a rising cost for these raw ma-
terials. For the big brands concerns on the availability and price pres-
sures of raw materials has opened a growing debate on the viability of 
the current business model. The apparel sustainability leaders aiming 
to shift the business model are often disadvantaged on price (e.g. use 
of low impact /recycled fibres, Organic, Fairtrade cotton). This is all 
against a backdrop of an increasing cost base including from commodi-
ties, supplies and labour (in particular, China labour costs increasing). 
Emerging initiatives to value the full environmental and social cost of 
apparel in accounting are a potential game changer. They aim to iden-
tify economic externalities for environmental and social impacts not 
currently costed in the system to arrive at the true cost of producing and 
consuming clothing. Puma have made a start on this with their Environ-
mental Profit and Loss.  

These key trends are outlined below:-

•	 Sectoral Collaboration

•	 Measuring and Managing Supply Chain Impacts

■■ Life Cycle Thinking

■■ Low Impact materials

■■ Sustainable Cotton

■■ Hazardous Substances

■■ Traceability

•	 Sustainable Design and Procurement

•	 Communicating Sustainability to the Consumer

•	 Valuing Natural Capital

Sectoral Collaboration

Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) 
www.apparelcoalition.org/higgindex/

SAC is a multi stakeholder coalition developing 
methods and tools to support the measurement and 
management of environmental and social impacts 
across the apparel and footwear supply chains. 
SAC members represent over $ (US) 1 trillion of the 
global apparel and footwear market encompassing 

retailers, brands, suppliers, NGOs, academia and government. The US 
and European Outdoor Groups environmental initiatives have informed 
the SAC and they are participants. The Coalition launched the first 
version of their Higg Index in July 2012. This tool is to support compa-
nies measure and manage the environmental impacts across the life 
cycle of apparel. The Index supports users evaluate material types, 
products, facilities and processes based on a range of environmental 
and product design choices. In time, the Index is to be developed 
further to incorporate full quantified measurement In line with Life 

http://www.apparelcoalition.org/higgindex/
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Cycle Assessment, social impacts and for footwear. Overall the goals of 
the Coalitions approach is to:-

•	 Understand and quantify sustainability impacts of apparel and foot-

wear products;

•	 Dramatically reduce redundancy in measuring sustainability in the ap-

parel and footwear industries;

•	 Drive business value through reducing risk and uncovering efficiency;

•	 Create a common means to communicate sustainability to stakehold-

ers. 

Sustainable Clothing Action Plan (SCAP), UK 
www.wrap.org.uk/content/sustainable-clothing-action-plan-1 

The UK Waste & 
Resources Action 
Programme (WRAP), 
a government-fund-
ed not-for-profit 

delivery body, coordinates the UK-wide SCAP which is focusing on 
driving resource efficiency improvements across the clothing sector.  A 
key part of SCAP is multi-stakeholder engagement involving industry 
(suppliers, brands, and retailers), governments, third sector, support 
organisations, academia and NGOs. Stakeholder engagement is organ-
ised via an overarching SCAP Steering Group to co-ordinate and pro-
mote activities, and four working groups  focusing on the topics Design, 
Metrics, Influencing Consumer Behaviour and Reuse & Recycling. 

Research, target setting and awareness raising are key elements of the 
SCAP programme. The Valuing our Clothes report, 2012 provides an 
overview of the evidence base relating to the carbon, water and waste 
footprint of the whole lifecycle of clothing supplied to the UK market 
and next steps planned for reducing this under SCAP. Sectoral targets 
are being agreed with SCAP stakeholders for reducing carbon, water, 
and waste under the SCAP - 2020 Commitment. SCAP stakeholders will 
measure and report reductions using the Clothing Portfolio tool. This 
has been developed collaboratively with SCAP stakeholders to estimate 
their carbon, water and waste footprints and track year-on-year im-
provement to deliver on the SCAP -2020 Commitment targets.

Nordic Initiative Clean and Ethical (NICE) 
www.nicefashion.org

NICE is a joint commitment from the Nordic 
fashion industry to take a lead on environmental 
and social initiatives. NICE was initiated in 2008 

under the Nordic Fashion Association by the five Nordic fashion organ-
Isations and has ten members in 2012 representing around 6.000 
companies. A 10 year plan is being actioned focusing on raising aware-
ness and practices within responsible and sustainable business methods 
in the fashion industry as well as proving that sustainable fashion can 
be as desirable and attractive as conventional fashion. Since 2009, 
NICE has hosted the biennial Copenhagen Fashion Summit — the 
world’s largest event on sustainable fashion. The most recent in — May 
2012 with over 1000 participants from 27 countries — set the visionary 
agenda for a sustainable fashion industry with keynotes from major 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/sustainable-clothing-action-plan-1
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/VoC%20FINAL%20online%202012%2007%2011.pdf
http://www.nicefashion.org
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industry players like Gucci, Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC), PPR, 
and H&M. The NICE Code of Conduct is currently being developed 
under the UN Global Compact to provide a voluntary sustainability 
code for the fashion sector.

Sustainable Fashion Business Consortium (SFBC), 
Hong Kong
www.sfbc.org.hk

SFBC is the first coalition to promote sustainability 
in the textile and apparel industry in Hong Kong and 
Asia. Founded in April 2008, by 12 founding mem-
ber companies in the textile and apparel sector 
committed to promoting sustainability it now has 
over 30.  The aim is to provide a platform for aware-
ness raising and capacity building in order to 
continuously improve textile and apparel manufac-
turing processes and procedures throughout the 
supply chain.

SFBC brings an Asia/China focus and a supply chain focus to sustain-
ability issues when most initiatives have been started from the buy 
side and with western origin.  It also works extensively with other like 
minded organisations such as the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) 
and Global Apparel Footwear and Textile Initiative (GAFTI).

SFBC have the following commitments:

•	 Better Raw Materials: To increase use of sustainable raw materials in 

the textile & clothing industry in HK & China

•	 Less Energy: To reduce energy consumption across the supply chain

•	 Less Waste & Chemicals: To reduce impact of waste & chemicals dur-

ing the manufacturing process

•	 More Fair Trade: To promote fair trading practices for the textiles & 

clothing products from farm to retail

•	 Better Employment: To promote good employment practices, and train 

the stars of tomorrow in sustainable practices

SFBC member companies have also been heavily involved in the pilot 
testing of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition Higg Index and will co-
launch the first training course for the facility module together with the 
Clothing Industry Training Authority (CITA) in 2013.

Measuring and Managing Supply Chain 
Impacts

Life Cycle Thinking
As the business case for sustainability becomes more critical for con-
sumer products, methods for measuring and managing supply chain 
impacts are becoming more sophisticated. A life cycle approach that 
encompasses all supply chain stages raw materials to end of life and 
drives a cradle to cradle circular chain vs a linear cradle to grave is 
increasing being used. International standards for Life Cycle Assessment 
e.g. ISO14040-44, Product and Organisational Environmental Foot-

http://www.sfbc.org.hk
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print, carbon & water footprint and associated methods,4 tools and data 
are now the subject of a range of international initiatives for consumer 
products.

Sustainable product initiatives focusing on this Include The Sustain-
ability Consortium (made up of some of the largest companies on the 
planet), the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (apparel and footwear), UK 
Product Sustainability Forum, European Commission , French Grenelle 
de l’Environnement and a range of other sectoral coalitions are invest-
ing significant resources in developing these approaches. For apparel, 
the key initiatives developing the main methods and tools include:

•	 SAC Higg Index: In it’s second phase the capability for quantitative LCA 

based measurement is being incorporated. Product Category Rules for 

apparel and footwear products are being developd by SAC to support 

these activities. 

•	 French ADEME/AFNOR Platform under the French government Gren-

elle de l’Environnement initiative: An LCA based programme to support 

carbon and wider environmental labelling across a range of consumer 

products including apparel. Their Work Group on apparel, footwear, 

leather goods and home textiles have developed a Jeans Product 

Category Rule (PCR) for brands to use to support consumer messaging 

on three indicators - CO2, water and eutrophication from production 

4   Examples of the main LCA, Carbon and Water Footprint methods and standards include 
ISO14040 LCA series in particular ISO14040 and ISO14044,  EU Product Environmental Foot-
print (PEF) and Organisational Environmental Footprint (OEF) standards (draft) 2012, WRI/WBC-
SD GHG Product/Supply Chain standards, ISO14067 Carbon Footprint std draft), ISO14046 
Water Footprint draft,   French BPX30-323  and UK PAS 2050.

& end of life as well as in use laundering impacts. Well-known brands 

such as Levi Strauss & Co are participants. 

•	 European Commission DG Environment  have developed the draft 

business focused standards for conducting an Organisational and  

Product Environmental Footprint (OEF and PEF). These build on exist-

ing ISO14044 LCA standard and aim to provide a harmonised ap-

proach for measuring all environmental impacts across the full lifecycle 

/ supply chain (the footprint). Further they incorporate the criteria  to 

be used for developing the Product Category Rules (PCR) that support 

	
  	
  

	
  

Proposed LCA labels by Levis Strauss & Co, 2012
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environmental impact measurement at a product specific level. The 

Commission is engaging business sectors including apparel to develop 

PCRs and trial the OEF and PEF. Overtime, the intent is that key en-

vironmental product policy instruments would require this lifecycle 

approach. At present the key product policy instruments for apparel are 

the Eco Label for textiles and footwear and the Green Public Procure-

ment criteria for textiles. In time, it is anticipated that the EU OEF and 

PEF standards would be the basis for compliance with these and any 

new product focused policy instruments developed.

Low Impact Materials
Material choices for fibres and fabrics in particular can reduce raw 
material and production impacts, plus provide a closed loop approach 
using recycling. As a result a key trend is innovation in new fibres and, 
to a smaller extent, technologies to enable recycling.

Low Impact Fibres/Fabrics for Apparel 
H&M, Nike, Patagonia, Levi’s and G-Star Raw use alternatives to con-
ventional cotton and virgin polyester, as well as organic or “improved” 
cotton. 

For example, for sports and outdoor wear, 
Nike 2010 World Cup football jerseys5 and 
Patagonia base layers6 use recycled polyes-
ter and Newlife™ PET yarn (made from PET 
bottles) which performs similarly to polyes-
ter.7 8

Lyocell e.g. TENCEL® and Modal (both 
made from wood pulp cellulose) and Ingeo 
(made from sugar from corn) are examples 
of cotton alternatives or blends which have 
lower impacts and are increasingly avail-
able. H&M uses TENCEL® (suitable for 
jersey, knits and woven fashion garments), 
recycled polyester, polyamide (suitable 
for underwear and woven fabrics), New-
life™ PET, recycled production waste wool 
(suitable for heavy outdoor apparel) and 
recycled cotton from production waste. The 
recycled cotton can be used in blends con-
sisting of up to 70% recycled fibres. Hemp 

5   Nike, 2010, Considered Design  http://www.nikebiz.com/responsibility/considered_design/
index.html

6   Patagonia, 2010, Patagonia Common Treads Programme http://www.patagonia.com

7   Filature Miroglio, 2011, Newlife™  and So Much More than a Recycled Polyester Yarn, http://
www.filaturemiroglio.com/eng/newlife.php

8   100% Filature Miroglio (bright blue), Image courtesy of C.L.A.S.S eco hub http://www.
classecohub.org/

	
  
Newlife™ fabric in 
bright blue colour8  

	
  
Dress made in Ingeo™ 10

http://www.nikebiz.com/responsibility/considered_design/index.html
http://www.nikebiz.com/responsibility/considered_design/index.html
http://www.patagonia.com
http://www.filaturemiroglio.com/eng/newlife.php
http://www.filaturemiroglio.com/eng/newlife.php
http://www.classecohub.org
http://www.classecohub.org
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can also be weaved into fabrics as recent advances have made it finer 
and softer.9 10

G- Star Raw supple-
ments cotton with 
nettle in their blended 
cotton/nettle denims.11 
Levis incorporate recy-
cled cotton production 
waste into their jeans. 

UK brand From Some-
where uses pre con-
sumer production 
luxury fabric off cuts as 
raw material to make 
their couture clothing.12 

9   H&M Conscious http://about.hm.com/content/dam/hm/about/documents/masterlan-
guage/CSR/reports/Conscious%20Actions%20Highlights%202011.pdf

10   Images courtesy of Danish Fashion Institute, David Andersen and C.L.A.S.S eco hub http://
www.classecohub.org/

11   G Star Raw http://www.g-star.com/en/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/#/
en-nl/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/

12   Image courtesy of From Somewhere, http://www.fromsomewhere.co.uk/

	
  From Somewhere Autumn/Winter 201112

Patagonia Common Threads Recycling 
Patagonia designs 80% of their apparel collection to be recyclable. 

They provide in store take back 

and recycling of unwanted 

Patagonia consumer clothing 

into new clothing. Patagonia 

garments that can be recycled 

include worn out:-

•	 Capilene base layers under-
wear made from 100% polyes-
ter with no buttons & zips. 

•	 Patagonia® fleece (including 
Synchilla® and Regulator® 
insulation);

•	 Polartec® fleece clothing (from 
any maker)

•	 Patagonia cotton T-shirts;

•	 Additional polyester and nylon 6 products that come with a Common 
Threads tag.

With recycling partners TEJIN Fibres Ltd and Toray in Japan, the 

polyester and nylon 6 are upcycled to make more of the same. With 

Calamia in Italy cotton T-shirts are downcycled to make sweatshirts. 

Resource savings include 50-100% less virgin polyester use and an 

overall CO
2
 reduction of 70%. However, the cost of the recycled 

polyester is approximately three times that of virgin. This is a feature 

of small scale capacity and a need for other apparel companies to 

start using recycled polyester to enable economies of scale. Recycled 

polyester use is slowly increasing. The Global Recycling Standard 

(GRS) is the certification of recycled polyester content for textiles and 

clothing. 

www.scscertified.com/gbc/recycled-materials.php

	
  

Photo credit: Patagonia, Common Threads

http://about.hm.com/content/dam/hm/about/documents/masterlanguage/CSR/reports/Conscious%20Actions%20Highlights%202011.pdf
http://about.hm.com/content/dam/hm/about/documents/masterlanguage/CSR/reports/Conscious%20Actions%20Highlights%202011.pdf
http://www.classecohub.org
http://www.classecohub.org
http://www.g-star.com/en/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/#/en-nl/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/
http://www.g-star.com/en/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/#/en-nl/corporate-responsibility/sustainable-product/
http://www.fromsomewhere.co.uk
http://www.scscertified.com/gbc/recycled-materials.php
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Sustainable Cotton
In addition to the gold standard certified Organic cotton, a 
range of “improved” sustainable cotton schemes now oper-
ate to provide a more sustainable option to conventional 
cotton, but not as rigorous as Organic (in particular with re-
spect to Genetically Modified (GM) cotton). These Organic 
and improved cotton schemes provide specified benchmark 
criteria, traceability (all on farm with some extending to 
wider supply chain stages), capacity building and tools. The 
key options are:

•	 Organic Cotton - focusing on reducing toxicity and energy 

demands through reduced chemical use in cotton growing and 

wider social impacts. No GM seeds are allowed. Examples 

are Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS),13 Soil Associa-

tion Organic standard,14 Organic Exchange (OE) Blended and 

13  www.global-standard.org/

14  www.soilassociation.org/certification

OE 100 standard,15 EU Market EEC 834/2007 Standard (and similar in 

other world regions)

•	 Improved cotton - focused on measurable environmental and social 

improvements to mainstream cotton production but not to Organic 

standards, these include Better Cotton Initiative (BCI)16 and Cotton 

Made in Africa (CMiA).17 BCI is not a formal certified scheme at present 

and has a key focus on traceability. CMiA is a formal scheme with third 

party verification. See the CMiA Case Example above. 

•	 Fairtrade cotton18 focuses on social impacts, in particular equitable 

trade conditions for farmers.

Organic cotton is only 0.2 % of the global cotton market  and produc-
tion was down 37 % in 2011.19 The figure below illustrates the volumes 
of cotton (metric tonnes) the main sustainable cotton schemes (Organic 
(O), Fairtrade (FT), Better Cotton and CMiA) cover as of 2009.  

15  textileexchange.org/content/standards

16  bettercotton.org/

17  www.cotton-made-in-africa.com/en/

18  www.fairtrade.net/cotton.html

19   Organic Cotton Market Report, 2011, Textile Exchange

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

http://www.global-standard.org/
http://www.soilassociation.org/certification
http://textileexchange.org/content/standards
http://bettercotton.org/
http://www.cotton-made-in-africa.com/en/
http://www.fairtrade.net/cotton.html
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Cott�on production trends and sustainability20 

Global consumption of cotton products requires 256 Gm3 of water per 
year.21 Much of this water is used to irrigate cotton crops as well as for 
dyeing and finishing production processes. Due to water constraints 
two key trends are evident for cotton:-

•	 Rainfed: A shift from sourcing cotton in water stressed regions to non 

water stressed. However, this has significant social and economic 

20  Simon Ferrigno, 2010, Cotton production trends and sustainability  www.sustainableorganic-
farmsystems.co.uk

21 Chapagain, A.K., Hoekstra, A.Y., Savenije, H.H.G. and Gautam, R. (2006) The water footprint of 
cotton consumption: An assessment of the impact of worldwide consumption of cotton products 
on the water resources in the cotton producing countries, Ecological Economics. 60(1): 186-203

implications for grower countries. Further, local farming practices 

vary greatly from one geographical area to another and depend on the 

farming system in place, thus regional particularities also need to be 

considered.

•	 Irrigation: A 20% efficiency saving in the irrigation of cotton growing 

can be achieved by shifting from furrow to drip feed irrigation. This 

saving would make water available in water stressed countries avail-

able for other uses.

Hazardous Substances
Reducing the chemical impacts in apparel and footwear has been one 
of the longest running sustainability focus areas for this sector. Much 
progress has been made including Organic and sustainable cotton ini-
tiatives, through regulation e.g. the Registration, Evaluation and Assess-
ment of Chemicals (REACH), application of Restricted Substance Lists, 
production eco-efficiencies and effluent treatment. Most recently the 
Greenpeace Detox Campaign22 has been a high priority for the apparel 
sector. Launched in July 2011, the Detox campaign has exposed links 
between textile manufacturing facilities causing toxic water pollution 
in China, and many of the world’s top clothing brands. To date Nike, 
Adidas, Puma, H&M, M&S, C&A, Li-Ning, Zara, Mango, Esprit, Levi’s, 
Uniqlo, Benetton and Victoria’s Secret have committed to Detox, in re-
sponse to Greenpeace’s growing international campaign and the Detox 
Fashion Manifesto. As an industry response, in 2011 a group of major 
apparel and footwear brands  formed  Zero Discharge of Hazardous 

22   http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/toxics/water/detox/

http://www.sustainableorganicfarmsystems.co.uk
http://www.sustainableorganicfarmsystems.co.uk
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/toxics/water/detox
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Cotton Made In Africa Case Example 
Cotton made in Africa (CMiA) is an initiative of the Aid by Trade Foundation (AbTF) that was launched in 2005. CmiA’s objective is to 

improve the livelihoods of African smallholder farmers by providing training to increase yields and income and improving access to 

international retail markets for sustainable cotton.

The initiative aims to achieve this by activating market forces and by building up an alliance of international textile companies that 

take up the sustainably produced cotton, process it further and finally market it to their customers. Revenues from the license fee 

that companies pay for the usage of the CmiA label are being reinvested in the initiative’s activities in order to finance, e.g. training 

Cotton made in Africa works with 435.000 smallholder farmers in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Zambia, Mozambique and Malawi. As a new 

project country, Zimbabwe has also been integrated since the beginning of this year. 

To reach its objective CmiA works with a well-established network of 

cotton companies, retailers, governmental and non-governmental 

organizations as well as social and environmental NGO’s. 

	
  
Photo credit:  Koulegou Field, Tanguieta, Benin, 2011 © Albert Watson 
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Chemicals (ZDHC).23 This has developed a joint roadmap to enable a 
shared commitment of zero discharge of hazardous chemicals by 2020 
to be achieved. 

The following are other key initiatives for chemicals management in the 
apparel sector: 

•	 Bluesign® independent standard for chemicals and resource con-

sumption supply chain management for chemical suppliers, textile 

manufacturers, brands and retailers with support tools (e.g. software 

and database) and 200 partners to date. Standard and tools include 

the “bluesign standard substance list” (BSSL) e.g. for meeting REACH 

requirements (contains 878 restricted or banned substances).  

•	 Oeko-Tex Standard 100 Confidence in Textiles focuses on the fol-

lowing:

■■ No carcinogenic dyes

■■ No release of heavy metals

■■ No formaldehyde (or just trace amounts)

■■ Skin friendly pH

■■ No chloro-organic carriers

■■ No biologically active finishes.

•	 Green Blue Sustainable Textile Standard 

•	 SMART Textile Standard 

23   http://www.roadmaptozero.com

Traceability

There are an increasing number of supply chain focused traceabil-
ity schemes focusing on environmental and social criteria. Examples 
include:- 

•	 Ethical impacts traceability e.g. Fair Trade cotton and labour condi-

tions e.g. Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) 

•	 Sedex Database to view and manage supplier information/ethical 

credentials  

•	 String Online Tracking Service for traceability of cotton

•	 Cotton Connect

•	 MADE-BY 

•	 Zque (for New Zealand merino wool) 

•	 Greenpeace’s Commit or Cancel policy through the Leather Work-

ing Group (Brazil Amazon Biome and leather sourcing) 

Sustainable Design and Procurement

Design and procurement are key levers to reduce sustainability impacts 
and cut costs at source, demonstrate corporate responsibility and obtain 
the data companies need for environmental management of their own 
activities as well as in the supply chain.  An environmentally sound 
design and procurement strategy may also bring long-term business risk 
management benefits (e.g. reducing the impact of resource or energy 

http://www.bluesign.com/index.php?id=151
https://www.oeko-tex.com/en/manufacturers/manufacturers.xhtml
http://www.greenblue.org/
http://www.sustainableproducts.com/smartweb.html
http://www.roadmaptozero.com
http://www.fairtrade.net/cotton.html
http://www.ethicaltrade.org/
http://www.sedexglobal.com/
http://www.stringtogether.com
http://www.cottonconnect.org/
http://www.made-by.org/
http://www.discoverzque.com/
http://www.blcleathertech.com/blc_Leather_Working_Group.aspx
http://www.blcleathertech.com/blc_Leather_Working_Group.aspx
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price volatility). For these reasons, these are key strategic techniques 
leaders in apparel at the niche and mainstream are increasingly using.

Practices to enable these are both business facing up and down the 
value chain as well as consumer facing.  Incorporating sustainability 
good practice criteria in design and procurement specifications can 
prevent and reduce environmental impacts at source across the clothing 
supply chain. At the strategic level Environmental Management Systems 
(EMS) and approaches e.g. Sustainable Design, Green Procurement and 
Green Supply Chain Management provide a key framework in which 
the design and procurement good practice can be incorporated. To fully 
benefit, good practice must be adopted at the earliest possible stage i.e. 
the apparel concept development and design stage. Further it must be 
mandated through the procurement process for sourcing the materials 
and processes used across the supply chain. Planned actions, metrics 
and targeted outcomes should be identified and passed down through 
the supply chain, including design and consultancy teams, subcontrac-
tors, material suppliers to waste management contractors.

Communicating Sustainability to the 
Consumer

Apparel brands now accept the rationale for engaging their customers 
to play their role in sustainability. Most action in the sector is messaging 
on low impact laundering, choosing sustainable/fairtrade cotton and  
reuse/recycling (e.g. Marks and Spencer Shwopping24). The thorny issue 

24   Marks and Spencer, 2012, “How We Do Business”

Case Example: Levi’s Care for Our Planet
Levi’s Care for Our Planet19 program uses 

garment tags, in store and web informa-

tion to encourage consumers to wash 

less, wash in cold water, line dry when 

possible, and donate clothing to charity 

when no longer needed.

	
  

Case Example: Don’t Buy This Jacket

As part of their Common Threads programme, Patagonia are discour-

aging customers from buying a new jacket and providing information 

on ways to increase its lifetime e.g. repair, reuse and recycling. 
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of engaging them on sustainable consumption - if this even is possible - 
is limited to a few leaders e.g. Patagonia. This is not a surprise given the 
inherent conflict between influencing your customers to buy less and 
wanting to maintain profit margins! There is a growing awareness in 
consumers that high clothing consumption, in particular for fast fash-
ion, has significant impacts. This can be a reputational risk for clothing 
brands. Producing quality, long lasting garments and communicating 
this to customer can overcome this and inform them at the same time.

Media engagement and celebrity endorsement are also raising con-
sumer awareness on lower impact fashion in the mass market as well 
as at the luxury end. This is beyond niche designers who have been 
practising sustainable fashion for years. Examples are H&M Conscious 

Collection and The Green 

Carpet Challenge. Livia Firth 
co-founder of The Green Carpet 
Challenge engages high end de-
signers e.g. Tom Ford and Valen-
tino to make luxury gowns and 
celebrities e.g. Meryl Streep and 
Cameron Diaz are getting in on 
the act, wearing them on the red 
carpet. 

	
  
 Photo credit: H&M, Conscious Collection 	
  

	
   	
  

http://www.eco-age.com/green-carpet-challenge
http://www.eco-age.com/green-carpet-challenge
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Valuing Natural Capital

Resource constraints represent a significant business risk. This is not 
only from the potential inability to source the necessary inputs for ap-
parel but also from the threat of political and/or regulatory intervention 
into operations. Economic invisibility has been a major reason for the 
neglect of natural capital. Most environmental impacts are externalities 
not accounted for in market economics. However, the rules of the game 
are changing as government and business alike are recognising the im-
portance of valuing natural capital. Puma is one of the first companies 
to put a value on the externalities in their supply chain. Based on this, 
the environmental impact for greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), water 
use, land use, air pollution and waste, generated through the operations 

and supply chain of PUMA is valued at € 145 million ($185 million) in 
2010.

If these were accounted for it would shift the business model complete-
ly. Valuing natural capital in business is a game changer that is a key 
trend. Puma have further committed to apply this economic valuation 
methodology across its Luxury and Sport & Lifestyle brands by 2015. 
Recent business initiatives focusing on this include the TEEB (The Eco-
nomics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity) for Business Coalition (http://

www.teebforbusiness.org) open source platform to develop and apply 
natural capital valuation methods in business and the EP&L/B-Team 
Puma has founded to support uptake of the EP&L in business.

http://www.teebforbusiness.org
http://www.teebforbusiness.org
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Puma EP&L, May, 2011

Water Use GHGs Land Use Air Pollution Waste Total

€ million € million € million € million € million € million % of total

33% 32% 26% 7% 2% 100%

TOTAL 47 47 37 11 3 145 100%

PUMA operations <1 7 <1 1 <1 8 6%

Tier 1 1 9 <1 1 2 13 9%

Tier 2 4 7 <1 1 2 13 9%

Tier 3 17 7 <1 3 <1 27 19%

Tier 4 25 17 37 4 <1 83 57%

EMEA 4 8 1 1 <1 83 57%

Americas 2 10 20 3 <1 35 24%

Asia/Pacific 41 29 16 7 3 96 66%

Footwear 25 28 34 7 2 96 66%

Apparel 18 14 3 3 1 39 27%

Accesories 4 5 <1 1 <1 10 7%
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Photo credit: Benjamin Suomela. Used with permission.


	Management Overview
	Introduction 
	Impacts and Risks
	Chapter Summary 
	Hotspot Impacts and Risk Factors in Apparel Supply Chains
	Environmental Impacts
	Social Impacts
	Global Supply Chain Sustainability Challenges


	Key Trends and Initiatives
	Sustainability Trends Overview
	Sectoral Collaboration
	Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) 
	Sustainable Clothing Action Plan (SCAP), UK 
	Nordic Initiative Clean and Ethical (NICE) 
	Sustainable Fashion Business Consortium (SFBC), Hong Kong

	Measuring and Managing Supply Chain Impacts
	Life Cycle Thinking
	Low Impact Materials
	Low Impact Fibres/Fabrics for Apparel 

	Sustainable Cotton
	Hazardous Substances

	Traceability
	Sustainable Design and Procurement
	Communicating Sustainability to the Consumer
	Valuing Natural Capital


