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Facing page:
Headpiece by emma Lundgren
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Production & photos: 
Javier Barcala

The British fashion industry enjoys thinking of itself as the 
maverick outsider – the punky iconoclast flicking the Vs 
at the tasteful French and elegant Italians. It’s an industry 
that caters to a ravenous trend-fired audience that mixes 
trash with tradition and chews its way through styles and 
references at car chase speed. These days the defining 
emblem of British fashion is not Vivienne Westwood’s 
bondage chic or the Savile Row suit – it’s a capacious Top 
Shop carrier bag, bulging with cheap, disposable clothes. 
It’s a symbol of what now truly sets Britain apart in the 
international fashion scene: the country is now the global 
leader in the over-consumption and dumping of barely 
used clothes, with an estimated 30kg of textile waste per 
person reaching UK landfill each year. Defra, the Brit-
ish government department responsible for the environ-
ment, reports that ‘fashion is 10-15 years behind the food 
sector in public understanding [of sustainability issues]’. 
The same consumer who is prepared to get uppity about 
line-caught tuna, organic vegetables and fruit packaging 
will still happily shop at stack-em-high, sell-em-low fash-
ion emporia like New Look and Primark. 

While some manufacturers – notably H&M – have made 
gestures toward sustainability by offering ranges manu-

factured in organic cotton, the scale of the 
current problem is not something that can 
be cured by strap-on feel-good variants of 
the current fast-fashion model. The over-
whelming message from all involved in the 
field is that we need a huge shift at every 
level of the industry – consumers need to 
be jerked out of their trend-frenzied over-
consumption, high street labels need to consider an 
alternative business model to the vast turnover of low-
priced goods, luxury labels need to integrate sustainabil-
ity at every level of their business practice, trend leaders 
and image makers need to use their influence to change 
things. 

Image Associations
One key impediment currently lies right at the heart 
of the beast itself – fashion is all about image, and cur-
rently, the image associated with sustainability is one of 
ugly clothes, the foremost role of which is to proclaim 
their own ethical credentials. With organic food, con-
sumers get a triple hit – environment, taste and health 
– but historically the same has not been the case with 
fashion. Colleen Hill, co-curator of the recent exhibi-

A Matching Outfit?
eco fashion for museum collections is one thing, but outside such gilded wardrobes 
how can sustainability really impact on the daily catwalks that parade up and down 
the high streets of the world? Fashion has been dragging its heels on the issue, yet 
while there are individuals and institutions that are looking at ways to respond, the 
global industry and consumer also needs to reflect and rethink. 

Where Fashion meets Sustainability

text HeTTIe JudAH
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tion ‘Eco Fashion: Going Green’ at the Fashion Institute 
of Technology’s museum in New York, claims that she 
had no problem in finding museum-quality eco-fashion 
pieces. As well as silhouettes from the usual eco-suspects 
(Stella McCartney, Edun), the show featured works from 
up-and-coming labels such as Bodkin (New York) and 
Noir (Copenhagen) for whom sustainability is an integral 
part of a high-fashion package. ‘One thing that we tried 
to emphasise […] is that most contemporary eco design-
ers are very interested in aesthetics,’ explains Hill. ‘They 
understand that most consumers want something beauti-
ful first and foremost. Some of them even downplay their 
sustainable practices so that consumers are not “put off” 
by a concept they think is dull or not high-fashion.’

For fashion designers trying to make the switch to sus-
tainable practice, the obstacles can seem overwhelming. 
Michelle Lowe-Holder has worked under her own label 
since 2006, and has designed four guest collections for 
Top Shop. She was one of the first designers mentored by 
the London College of Fashion’s new Centre for Sustain-
able Fashion, and last season transformed her clothing 
brand into an accessories label using pre-consumer waste 
– scraps and ends of fabric – and heritage techniques like 
pleating and crochet. Lowe-Holder says that she’d always 
had concerns about sustainability, but that the mentor-
ing scheme had helped her to solidify it as part of her 
brand: she took a key part of her designing practice – in 

her case embellishment – and made it the total focus. 
‘Detail for me was always the most important thing,’ she 
explains. ‘This [new direction] is making the detail the 
actual item.’ The resulting collection is a cool and radical 
set of cuffs and collars in fabric and flocked metal, pro-
moted through a striking set of images.

The scale of Change
Having made the switch, Lowe-Holder is realistic about 
the challenges that remain ahead. Even with a high-fash-
ion image, it seems that sustainability is dogged by nega-
tive associations. ‘It’s very difficult to sell things at a high 
price with an ethical tag,’ she explains. ‘It’s naïve to think 
that everyone’s going to want to buy it.’ Another major is-
sue – and a very serious one for all designers stepping into 
the sustainability arena – is the question of scale. Lowe-
Holder works in one of a range of practices known as ‘up-
cycling’, all of which are affected by an unpredictability 
of supply. The nub of upcycling is in taking unwanted 
or overlooked materials and using ingenuity and skill to 
give them increased value. The most illustrious example 
is perhaps the Maison Martin Margiela Artisanal Collec-
tion: museum-quality hand worked garments made out 
of such humble materials as army socks and old combs. 
The Maison accords these pieces a value depending on 
the hours of work they took to create, making transparent 
the limitations of such practice. Whether a designer is up-
cycling off-cuts of material, remaindered textiles, unsold 

Zero-waste embedded Garment, 
2010 by Holly McQuillan (above)
Pattern 140cm x 510cm
The piece is in the planning 
stages - it is going to be a digitally 
printed draped dress (indicated by 
thickest stripe), cropped tailored 
jacket (medium stripe) and a t-shirt/
top (white) with a pair of seamed 
pants (finest stripe). Once finished 
the design will be digitally printed 
on 100% linen (Digitex) and sewn 
up for the YIELD: Making Fashion 
without making waste Exhibition in 
New Zealand and New York 2011.

Zero-waste pattern for endurance 
shirt, Timo rissanen (above, right)

shaping sustainable Fashion (top, 
from left to right)

Facing page, clockwise:
FIn, marble print dress, organic 
bamboo satin, Fall 2010, norway, 
gift of Per sivertsen of FIn. 
From: Eco-Fashion: Going Green, 
The Museum at FIT 

bodkin, Quasar coat, unbleached 
organic wool, Fall 2010, usA, gift 
of bodkin 
From: Eco-Fashion: Going Green, 
The Museum at FIT 

Michelle Lowe-Holder for 
Top shop

shop stock or barely used garments, the practice is de-
pendent on a hands-on, flexible and responsive working 
style. Fine for designer-makers and artisan works, but im-
practicable for anything on a larger scale. ‘It’s a real issue,’ 
admits Lowe-Holder. ‘How do you grow with it?’ 

One of the essays in an authoritative new book - Shaping 
Sustainable Fashion (Earthscan, 2010) - documents one 
designer-maker’s adventure in taking upcycling to the next 
level. It suggests that re-processing a very limited range of 
waste products (in this case unsold men’s dress trousers) 
introduces a degree of predictability into the process that 
brings it one step closer to mass-market viability. Designer 
Timo Rissanen, one of the editors of the book, who is the 
Assistant Professor of Fashion Design and Sustainability at 
Parsons in New York, admits to having found the process 
of compiling the book dismaying. While Shaping Sustain-
able Fashion provides an eloquent description of the 
scale of the problem, both in terms of the environmental 
impact of the fashion industry and the myriad ways in 
which the current industry is stacked against sustain-
able practice, the number of easily applicable options 
for designers wanting to make a change is very few. 

delayed Landfill
Together with New Zealand-based Holly McQuillan, Ris-
sanen’s focus had been waste-free pattern cutting (about 
15 per cent of cloth gets wasted in the cutting process). 

user eTHICs by Local Wisdom (above)

Long life as a political tool I got this when I first went to new york in 
1986. It’s an old jumper… early purchase and I’ve had it ever since. It’s 
just from a shop out there ‘JCrew’ which probably, in itself, isn’t ethical, 
but just because I’ve kept it all this time, I’ve forced them into it.

Brands control upstream supply chains assiduously; but downstream, 
after a garment is sold, the user is in charge. A user’s actions can uphold 
a brand’s values, be incurious about them or subvert them in a range of 
direct or subtle ways. Defiance comes in many forms: the protestations of 
a blog, the cutting and reworking of scissors and thread, or the attitude 
with which a garment is worn, upending the worldview of the corporation 
that made it.

CONNECTIONS
Self-determined life

My cat t-shirt is a symbol of how important and worthwhile it is to stand up for 
a self-determined life. This t-shirt is 25 years old. I was twelve years old in the 
summer when I got it. Up until that time, my foster mother had always chosen 
my clothes and she had a completely different taste to mine and I was often 
ashamed of the clothing I had to wear and got changed secretly in the school 
toilets. But that summer, when I was twelve years old, I went on holiday with my 
foster parents and [while] shopping with my foster mother fell in love with this 
t-shirt and I convinced my foster mother to buy it for me. That all happened wit-
hout a quarrel or an argument. I believe this was because one of the few things 
my mother and I have in common is a love of cats… So this t-shirt was a victory, 
and it was worthwhile, because I was directly rewarded for risking a confl ict with 
her for once. Usually I really avoided it. And also because whenever I wore this 
t-shirt, other people smiled at me more than usual… I don’t wear it very often 
any more, but every time I pick it up, when I’m looking for something in my 
wardrobe, it moves me.

The link between a person and a garment can never be planned for, but 
has lasting impact when a garment becomes a life-long companion. It 
reveals the potential for change in each individual and piece, for single, 
small actions can have big effects.

SHARED USE The dress from Antibes

Mother The people who lived next door gave me this dress from Antibes which 
they had worn there over many seasons and they said I could have it for our 
holiday. A great success. And, I can’t think how many more years I wore it…
Daughter 1 I am one of three sisters and we were very keen to wear this dress 
and have shared it since we were old enough to have a grown up fi gure… a 
period of about forty years…
Daughter 2 So this dress has been going for a long time! It’s a sundress, it’s 
worn really on very joyous and special occasions so, for example, we have pho-
tographs of one or other of us wearing it… for example, my middle sister wore it 
at my mother’s seventieth birthday party. 
Daughter 1 There’s a certain amount of jealousy between me and my middle 
sister, and she’s always asking if she can ‘have a go’ with the dress for our sum-
mer holidays. We often go away together in the summer and the dress always 
comes with us. And now, almost every holiday I’ve been on, I think, to a warm 
place the dress has come out and been worn. 
Mother We say, ‘Who’s got the dress this year?’, when they want it. And in the 
beginning I had sole possession of it.
Daughter 2 Well yeah, because we were too young to wear it.
Mother: Well, yes but it soon came the time… 
Daughter 2 And now there’s another generation coming up, our children, who 
have got their eye on that dress.

Sharing clothes saves resources if it means fewer pieces are bought. For 
garments to have multiple users, fi t matters; but they also have to be 
shared with the right people. Sharing works when a bond and joint iden-
tity is reinforced by common use; when a memory is re-lived; and when 
access is gained not just to more and different pieces but also to the 
values and sensibilities of the owner.

USER ETHICS
Long life as a political tool

I got this when I fi rst went to New York in 1986. It’s an old jumper… early 
purchase and I’ve had it ever since. It’s just from a shop out there ‘JCrew’ which 
probably, in itself, isn’t ethical, but just because I’ve kept it all this time, I’ve 
forced them into it.

Brands control upstream supply chains assiduously; but downstream, 
after a garment is sold, the user is in charge. A user’s actions can uphold 
a brand’s values, be incurious about them or subvert them in a range of 
direct or subtle ways. Defi ance comes in many forms: the protestations 
of a blog, the cutting and reworking of scissors and thread, or the atti-
tude with which a garment is worn, upending the worldview of the corpo-
ration that made it.

 A UNIQUE FASHION PROJECT
celebrating a user’s craft

www.localwisdom.info
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Inside the  
Scandinavian  
design scene!

Head office. Sweden +46 8 749 41 00. furniturefair@stofair.se
Denmark. Jonny Sjöberg and Marianne Sjöberg. +45 26 15 91 98 stofair@mail.dk 
Finland. Gunilla Söderholm +358 400 492 133 stofair@lystra.fi
France / Belgium / The Netherlands. Charles Champenois +33 5 53 71 89 27 champenoisalon@hotmail.com
Germany / Switzerland / Austria. Annelie Bäck-Heuser +49 202 283 81 26 baeck-partner@t-online.de
Italy. Marilena Puppi +39 02 34 50 605 info@ogs.it
Spain. Eduardo Teixeira-Alves +34 96 31 22 197 eduardo.teixeira@prored.es
Great Britain / Ireland. Jennifer Hall. +44 20 7886 31 21 jennifer.hall@otsa.net 

www.stockholmfurniturefair.com
www.northernlightfair.com

8-12 February 2011.
The world’s largest venue for Scandinavian design

Do you want to get a full view of all the upcoming news and updates in the Scandinavian design 

scene? They are all to be found at the annual Stockholm Furniture Fair and

 Northern Light Fair, which takes place during the Stockholm Design Week. Here, at the world’s 

largest venue for Scandinavian design, you can attend inspiring seminars, exhibitions and events to 

experience all the news and business opportunities you don’t want to miss. 

Welcome to Stockholm International Fairs, 

Tuesday - Saturday, 8-12 February, 2011!     stills from the film ‘rites of 
Passage’ which uses make-up 
effects to invoke a feeling of neo-
tribalism
© La Fortuna Studio
Original idea and direction 
by Javier Barcala
Make up: Bouzouk
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shaping sustainable Fashion (earthscan, 2010): Get a 20% discount on 
any earthscan book using the voucher code ‘dAMn’ at: 
www.earthscan.co.uk 
Javier Barcala’s project The Believers www.lafortunaknows.com
Fashion Design and Sustainability at Parsons The New School for Design
www.newschool.edu/parsons
London College of Fashion’s Centre for Sustainable Fashion
www.sustainable-fashion.com
Michelle Lowe-Holder www.lowe-holder.com
Local Wisdom www.localwisdom.info
‘Eco Fashion: Going Green’ at the Fashion Institute of Technology’s 
museum in New York
www.fitnyc.edu/8294.asp

McQuillan has worked on tessellation – getting shapes 
to interlock with one another within a pattern – coming 
up with a zero-waste design that produces a T-Shirt and 
hoodie. Rissanen in turn argued for more fabric to be used 
rather than less – the excess left in the seams, as it would 
be in a tailored suit, to allow for adjustment of the garment 
over time, or used as reinforcement in areas of heavy use. 

Rissanen has found himself radicalised by his research, 
and in October delivered a talk at New York’s Textile Ex-
change that opened with the line ‘most fashion design 
these days amounts to little more than delayed landfill’. 
‘The audience nearly fell off their seats,’ he recalls. He is 
keen to point out that fast-fashion practice is not only un-
sustainable, it is extremely detrimental to creativity, and 
shares stories he’s gathered of young designers expected 
to come up with 40 new ideas for trousers every day, or 
200 stripe patterns a week. ‘It’s not good for the design-
ers, or for the industry.’

Like many in the field, Rissanen is inspired by the work 
of Kate Fletcher, a British academic and consultant whose 
on-going Local Wisdom project encourages a relationship 
with clothes more profound than the disposable identity 
for sale on the high street. She invites participants to be 
photographed in clothes with a particular significance 
– items they share with another person, or symbolic of 
precious memories - in a clear reminder that image is not 
a commodity, it comes from within. ‘The idea was to sup-
port, promote and provoke the idea of a user’s craft,’ says 
Fletcher, of Local Wisdom. ‘It’s about using something 
better, in a more full, satisfying and resourceful way.’

upcycling & beyond
Public image is so key to the fashion industry that many 
of those at the forefront of the move for change - Timo 
Rissanen included - are now focusing on this area. Brus-
sels-based photographer and fashion activist Javier Bar-
cala’s project The Believers exhorts young designers and 
stylists to lend their seductive visual skills to promoting 
their commitment to sustainability. Early projects have 
included neo-tribalist photo shoots – a reminder to con-
sumers that fashion is still connected to the natural world 
– and a collection of dramatic upcycled accessories. The 
project is expanding virally, with young designers signing 
up, and linked projects planned for institutions such as 
Central Saint Martins College in London. ‘The Believers 
comes from believing that this is the only possible fu-
ture of fashion,’ explains Barcala. ‘This change is meant 
to happen – we all know we have to change – the way 
we communicate this through The Believers, it becomes 
like a cult or community; you have to become active.’ #
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