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Cambridge report lays out options for an environmentally sustainable fashion industry
Researchers have laid out a set of proposals outlining how consumers could satisfy their needs for clothes and textiles with significantly reduced impact on the environment, while also offering new business opportunities to UK companies.

The new study, produced by academics at the University of Cambridge, sets out a vision of a sustainable clothes industry which at the same time would offer new opportunities to retailers and manufacturers.
Consumers in the UK are increasingly aware of concerns about the environmental impact of the products they buy and the social conditions of the people working to make them. Specific environmental impacts associated with clothing and textiles can include the use of toxic chemicals in cotton production and in manufacturing; carbon emissions from burning fossil fuels to create the energy needed to run agricultural machinery and for heating air and water in laundry; the amount of clothing and textiles sent to landfill each year (an average of 30kg per UK consumer).

The new report is written by researchers at the University's Institute for Manufacturing and was funded by Biffaward as part of its Mass Balance Programme, as well as Marks & Spencer. Entitled ‘Well Dressed?’, it considers what could be done differently to make the industry more sustainable.

Among other things, it recommends the use of more organic cotton, washing clothes at lower temperatures and encouraging consumers to buy fewer, high quality, longer-lasting clothes as well as more second-hand garments.

Some retailers have begun to address these issues but industry-wide change would require the evolution of new business models. Suggestions such as a focus on durability in the fashion world, and business models that would focus on extra services like repair and maintenance show that profit and growth can be decoupled from increasing material flow.

“The aim is to help answer the question of what we should do to create significant change at the sector level,” Dr Julian Allwood, from the Institute for Manufacturing, said. “We have focused on what might happen if we could make major structural changes to the way our clothes are made and used.

“For example, what would happen if we used different fibres or farming practices? What would be the consequence of washing our clothes in a different way, or keeping our carpets for longer?

“Businesses and the industry as a whole have to remain economically viable - or any change will have no benefit. The key to change is to ensure that government, industry and consumers work together to achieve a more sustainable clothes and textiles industry.”

Among other things the report lays out a model for the ideal consumer, who would drive environmentally-beneficial changes in the clothing industry by, for example, buying fewer clothes, washing them less and recycling them more. At the moment, consumers in the UK spend about £780 per head per year on textiles and clothes, purchasing about 2.15 million tonnes (35kg per person). Of this, just one eighth is sent for re-use through charities and the rest is discarded.

The report proposes a model of change for future sustainable business practice. To bring about change an ideal consumer would:

· Buy second-hand clothing and textiles where possible.

· Buy fewer and more durable clothes.

· Choose clothes and textile products made with the lowest energy and toxic emissions, and based on good information on labour standards.
· Lease clothing that they wouldn't otherwise wear to the end of its natural life.

· Wash clothes less often, at lower temperatures, use eco-detergents, hang-dry clothes and avoid ironing where possible.

· Repair clothes where possible to extend their natural lives.

· Dispose of garments through recycling businesses.

The report also proposes actions that government and businesses could take to encourage better practice while remaining profitable. These could include:

· More fact-based information for customers, funded by government, business and campaigners. This could include “eco-tagging” of clothes so that shoppers could see where and how they were made.

· More emphasis on durability in new fashions, to encourage fewer, higher-quality and longer-lasting products. These could be sold for a higher price to offset reduced sales. This would reduce the flow of material through the sector and thus the impact on the environment.

· New business models for clothes retailers. By re-introducing once-common services like clothes-repair and maintenance, retailers could develop new revenue streams. Garments that were designed for repair could be actively promoted and shops could also offer fashion upgrades. 

· Overall rise in prices. Customers may have to pay more for products that last twice as long. 

· Research into technological developments that would allow us to freshen clothes without washing, sort clothes efficiently and recycle new fibres.

· Improved infrastructure for clothing collection. Domestic waste-sorting is growing in the UK, and used clothes and textiles could be collected in the same way that glass and paper are now picked up on a weekly or fortnightly basis by local authorities.

· Changes to government policy to promote the reduction of the environmental consequences of clothes production, for example, through an eco-tax on product purchase.

· New government-negotiated international agreements on trade to promote environmental and social responsibility in supplier countries.

- ENDS -

For further information contact: 
Tom Kirk, Communications Office, University of Cambridge, Tel: 01223 332300, mobile 07917 535815, Email: tdk25@admin.cam.ac.uk 

Full copies of the report are available on request, or can be downloaded from the IfM's website at: www.ifm.eng.cam.ac.uk/sustainability/projects/

Dr Allwood is also available for interview through the university press office.

Notes for Editors
1.) The report’s full title is Well Dressed? The Present and Future Sustainability of Clothing and Textiles in the UK. The project was funded by Biffaward, a multi-million pound environment fund managed by the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts, which utilises landfill tax credits donated by Biffa Waste Services. Third party funding was provided by Marks & Spencer Plc.
2.) In 2000 the world’s consumers spent around US $1trillion on clothes. Around one-third of the sales were in Western Europe, one third in north American and a quarter in Asia. The global workforce in clothing and textile production was around 26.5million in 2000. While a quarter of the world’s production of clothing and textiles takes place in China, Western countries are still important exporters of clothes and textiles. Output from the sector is growing in volume, but prices are dropping and employment is also on the wane as new technology comes to the fore.

3.) 3.25 million tonnes of clothing and textiles flow through the UK each year – approximately 55g per person. Of this, about half is imported as textile products, a quarter as ‘intermediate products’ (ie: fabric and yarn) and the rest as fibre. About two thirds of the imports of fibres, yarns and fabrics to the UK are man-made. The UK also exports 1.15 million tonnes of clothing and textiles each year, comprising fibres, fabric and some completed products – mainly clothes and carpets. One fifth of the UK’s annual consumption of clothes and textiles (by weight) is manufactured in the UK. The UK clothing and textile industry employed about 182,000 people in 2004, split evenly between clothing and textiles.

4.) The environmental impact of the textile industry arises in particular from the use of energy and toxic chemicals. The sector contributes to climate change because of the need to burn fossil fuels to create electricity to heat water and air in laundering. Other major energy uses arise in providing fuel for agricultural machinery and electricity for production. Toxic chemicals are used widely in cotton agriculture and in many manufacturing stages such as pre-treatment, dyeing and printing. Waste volumes from the sector are high and growing in the UK with the advent of ‘fast fashion’.

5.) In December 1997 Biffa Waste Services agreed to donate landfill tax credits to the Royal Society of Wildlife Trusts (RSWT) to administer under the fund name Biffaward. Grants made from the fund currently amount to more than £80 million, supporting many worthwhile environmental projects. Biffa is one of the largest single suppliers of waste management services in the UK. It collects, treats, recovers and disposes of municipal, commercial and industrial waste nationwide. The landfill tax was introduced in the Finance Act and came into operation in 1996.  It is the first truly “green tax” in the UK and its purpose is to reflect the impact of landfill on the environment and also to help achieve the targets for more sustainable waste management as set out in the Government’s White Paper “Making Waste Work”.  The tax, levied on the tonnage of all material disposed of in landfill sites and collected by Biffa on behalf of HM Revenue and Customs, aims to encourage recycling and reduce waste by raising the cost of disposal.  The regulations allow landfill site operators to direct up to 6.7 per cent of the tax they have collected towards approved environmental projects. This report forms part of the Biffaward ‘Mass Balance’ Programme on Sustainable Resource Use. The aim of the programme is to provide accessible, well-researched information about the flows of different resources through the UK economy based either singly, or on a combination of regions, material streams or industry sectors.  Information about material resource flows through the UK economy is of fundamental importance to the cost-effective management of resource flows, especially at the stage when the resources become ‘waste’. More than 60 different mass balance projects have been funded by Biffaward. For more information, please visit www.massbalance.org. 
