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SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND SUSTAINABLE

— FASHION AND TEXTILES

With consumers becoming increasingly
demanding, considering the
environmental impact of the clothing
industry is all the more important.
SANDY BLACK describes current research
into meeting both environmental and
consumer needs

The Fashion Paradox

The concept of sustainable fashion appears to be a con-
tradiction in terms given that fashion is an endemically
wasteful system. The paradox surrounding the fashion and
clothing industry is that this inherent wastefulness trans-
lates into an economic driver for employment and global
trade — it represents the fifth largest economic sector by ac-
tivity. Approximately 40 million people are employed in the
textiles and clothing industries worldwide of which up to 19
million are employed in China, 2.7 million in the EU and
400,000 in the UK, —around the same as the aerospace and
automotive sectors combined (OECD, 2004). These fig-
ures exclude those employed in the retail industry, which in
Britain is responsible for importing around £13 billion net
worth of clothing (BATC, 2006). The turnover for UK wo-
ven and knitted apparel manufacturing declined by nearly
50% in the period from 1997 to 2006, but nevertheless, 80%
of companies export their products. However, despite 90%
of clothing sold in the UK being manufactured overseas,
the high street retailers control a significant proportion of
volume production through their design, specification and
sourcing roles from UK headquarters. Retailers therefore
play a highly significant intermediate role in connecting
fashion design, manufacturing and the consumer, and have
increasingly been called to account by the media on their
environmental credentials and social responsibility policies.

The Fashion Industry Context

Fashion is a highly complex business with long supply chains
stretching around the world ~ clothes today are well trav-
elled commodities with brief lives. The fashion industry is
characterised by fluctuations in demand, speculative manu-
facturing, short runs, fast turnover and a diverse range of
products channelled through a fragmented and frequently
changing supply chain distributed over many global loca-
tions. Risk factors such as changing trends and unseasonal
weather result in stock remaining unsold and eventually
disposed of by incineration or landfill.

Since the mid 1990s and changes in international trade
agreements (including relaxation of export quotas), increas-

- ing globalisation of manufacturing has taken place, with

new countries, such as Bangladesh and Vietnam, entering
the industry. Cheaper off-shore labour costs have made it
difficult for UK and European companies to stay competi-
tive ata time when clothing consumption has increased and
prices have declined. Greater competition has led to faster
fashion cycles, pushing the price of fashion products down,
whilst simultaneously increasing production volumes, with
the consequent environmental impact. Fashion consump-
tion in the UK has grown significantly in recent years: there
was a 37% increase in the amount of clothes purchased per
capita between 2001 and 2005 (Allwood et al., 2006) and
this trend has continued. A recent study for the Depart-
ment for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs found that
“Even amongst the most pro-environmental [consumers],
clothing choices most often derive from considerations of
identity and economy rather than of sustainability impact”
(Fisher et /. 2008). Many purchases are made on impulse,
with much clothing never worn before being thrown away.
In addition to the impacts from manufacturing and trans-
portation, for much of the everyday wardrobe the most sig-
nificant environmental impact arises from the use phase of
the garment life cycle: clothes cleaning, drying and ironing.
Fashion has become a powerful construct in society,
for example as a communication medium and social cata-
lyst to express belonging or difference. A further paradox
is that despite (or because of) its fast cycles, the industry
has been slow to change and adopt new technologies. How
can changes be made to the fashion system in order to re-
duce its environmental impact whilst sustaining trade and
employment? How can environmental issues be reconciled
with the importance of fashion in meeting our personal and
symbolic needs, over and above clothing’s functional role

Science, technology and Fashion

Collaborative and cross-disciplinary research can provide
solutions to some of these entrenched problems, through
radical thinking. Research within the London College of
Fashion (LCF) Centre for Fashion Science takes a design—
led approach to catalyse connections between new and old
technologies, craft and industry, science, design, art and
technology, thus attempting to reconcile the paradoxical —
sustainability and wellbeing with desirability and fashion.
One example of this phenomenon in action is given by the
work of designer and artist Prof Helen Storey (Co-Director
of the Centre for Fashion Science at LCF) and polymer
chemist Prof Tony Ryan of Sheffield University, in their
recent collaboration entitled ‘Wonderland’. This project
sought to communicate the ‘problem of plastics’ in the en-
vironment in a positive and engaging way and, through dia-
logue between fashion and science, and developed a soluble












