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An important environmental issue that needs addressing is sustainability. As Brundtland 

reports, ‘’Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’’ (Cabezas, 

2012). Waste is a major problem within the fashion industry ‘’It is reported that fashion and 

textile industry is the second most polluting industry in the world after the oil industry’’ 

(Muthu, Gardetti, 2016). In addition to this, “Clothing consumptions produces 1.5tonnes of 

CO2, x household x year. The equivalent of driving 6000 cars” (WRAP, 2012,pg 10). This 

essay will discuss sustainability within the fashion industry and the impact the industry has 

on affecting the environment. The design stages of a garment and what designers are doing 

to reduce textile waste will be analysed.  Moreover, how this discussion will help me review 

my design methods in working sustainably with my approach to surface pattern for fashion. 

 

Throughout a career in design, consideration is needed to apply sustainable practices, 

especially in the fashion industry. As a designer, I want to learn about present approaches 

and any current scientific evidence to help reduce textile waste and always put 

sustainability at the forefront of my design practice.  In examining the current life span of 

garments this can help us understand each part of the processing stage and the element 

that has the most negative impact. Therefore, highlighting the areas needing alternative 

design methodologies to be applied to the industry as a whole. 

 

(Figure 1: Life stages of a garment) 

 

Figure 1 illustrates the direction of a typical garment from fibre production to end of use. 

The first section applies to suppliers who produce the materials and carry out the 

distribution of merchandise to the retail market. Such materials like, ‘Synthetic fibre are 

made from plastic such as polyester are a non-efficient material as in its generic form is not 
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biodegradable’ (Deopura, Alagirusamy, Joshi and Gupta, 2008). The second stage is where 

the consumer has purchased the item and is utilizing it. Lastly, the garment is disposed due 

to new trends so it encourages the customers to buy new clothes, when they could still be 

in good use. A report published by WRAP found that ‘’the average UK household owns 

around £4,000 worth of clothes – but around 30% of clothing in the average wardrobe has 

not been worn for at least a year, most commonly because it no longer fits’’ (WRAP,2012). 

Unfortunately, high fashion garments out date the trends quickly due to colour, patterns, 

and style constantly changing. ‘’Consumers and manufacturers are driven by the fast-paced 

cycle of seasonal products’’ (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011). 

The life stages of garments is finite, there is a beginning and end within the chain when a 

garment often ends up being disposed in landfill. The common approach to being more 

sustainable is called’ cradle-to-grave,’ which decreases waste but does not fully get rid of it 

altogether. Albert Einstein states that ‘The world will not evolve past its current state of 

crisis by using the same thinking that created the situation’ (Braungart, McDonough and 

Stenfert Kroese, 2009). An improved sustainable approach that has been developed, is 

cradle-to-cradle. 

The cradle-to-cradle closed system is what, architect, William McDonough and chemist 

Michael Braungart, present for an environmentally friendly safe cycle to reduce waste. 

Walter R. Stahel is also credited for using the term in his research paper The Potential for 

Submitting Manpower for Energy. He conducted investigations into ‘‘utilization-related 

technologies such as the re-use, repair, recondition’’ (Tobla, 2001). Stahel states that ‘’the 

product-life of existing goods save energy and prevent waste as compared to manufacturing 

new replacement goods’’ (Tobla, 2001). This relates back to what the word sustainability 

means in popular terms- ‘‘has come to mean long-term survival and wellbeing in general, 

both for human civilisation and the rest of nature’’ (AtKisson, 2010). The report brings 

forward a system that can be a full cycle. It demonstrates that companies/designers can see 

the cycle of a products life and have a key role to act responsibly to manage sustainable 

goods, based on social, ecological, and economic terms. 

Within each company in the fashion industry, the methodology will differ. For example, the 

high street brand H&M are becoming more consciously aware by using ‘’14% of H&M’s raw 

materials from environmentally sustainable materials like cotton’’ (Amatulli, De Angelis, 
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Costabile and Guido, 2017). Furthermore, in H&M’s annual report published in 2018, they 

will transition to 100% sustainable cotton by 2020. Whereas the competitor brand Zara, 

have a section on their website dedicated to aiming to source and create more sustainable 

items, for example, producing a collection made from raw materials. ‘’We are developing 

programmes that recycling at all stages of the garments life 

cycle’’(https://www.zara.com/uk/en/z-join-life-mkt1399.html?v1=1464710,2019). 

Unfortunately, the eco-edit they made from sustainable materials was a limited-edition 

collection, which does not solve the issue of sustainability if it is not continued and 

implemented into all clothes. All stages in manufacturing fashion has an impact on the 

environment, for instance, using natural fabrics like cotton are more environmentally 

friendly than synthetics, but are ‘‘grown using fertilizers and pesticides’’ (Russell,2012, 

pg38). The complexities of manufacturing and sourcing of materials affects the budget, 

selling, shipping, and supplying for a clothing product (Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011, pg27). 

Therefore, profit driven companies usually use less eco-friendly methods of manufacturing 

to save cost. 

 

 

(Figure 2. Cradle- to-cradle loop system) 
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The cradle-to-cradle strategy, shown in figure 2, is a diagram of a sustainable business 

strategy that mimics the regenerative cycle of nature, in which waste is used to eliminate 

waste altogether. The process is that: 

Waste is reclaimed and used again in the production of products of the same or 
higher value. They have made two streams, the first being the biological cycle which 
is nature that can be composed and the technical cycle that can be ‘reused’ within 
industry to create the same products again (Muthu,2015,pg 111). 

 

This can make a framework to create a system to relate to the fashion industry, such as 

using it for fibres and materials to make it efficient and waste free. The method is 

sustainable and considerate for life in future generations. This refers to Derriad’s writings in 

Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression that argues that Freuds hypothesis of the unconscious 

essentially changes the past. Also, about how we think of the future. This could inspire 

designers to implement this framework within their own practice. Derrida suggest in that 

the value of archives are a way of imaging the future (Derrida, 1996). This helps address in 

how designers look, think and redesign. For example, taking inspiration from different 

decades and looking into the historic past, for example, the 1970’s era can help us build new 

contemporary fashion applying reference to the past and in the present. 
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(Figure 3. Mushroom outcomes for ‘Mylo’ leather) 

Making fashion more sustainable is to think about how raw materials can be used with 

organic, recycled or substitute materials. Manufacturing biomaterials that can be put into 

place instead of animal and plant resources can have positive environmental effects. With 

an awareness of cradle-to-cradle, this approach has been applied by iconic fashion brands to 

engage in to establishing high quality materials. The biotech company Bolt Threads have 

discovered the prospect of growing leather from the source of mushroom mycelium 

(Muthu, 2020, pg77). The Stella McCartney brand is now utilizing this design principle to 

make a fibre that efficiently and economically resolves the issue of textile waste. This 

material is called ‘Mylo’, a naturally formed material made from mushroom skin that feels 

and appears like animal leather. The bio-leather alternative is viewed as leather substitutes, 

and commercially possible to be mass manufactured (Muthu, 2020, pg78). 

Many people associate leather with luxury but since the beginning I always wanted 
to approach things in a different way because killing animals for the sake of fashion 
is quite simply not acceptable. Working so closely with Bolt Threads since 2017 has 
been a career changing experience and I cannot wait to launch Mylo products to 
market in 2021- said Stella McCartney, Founder and Creative Director 
(Buisnesswire,2020) 
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(Figure 4. Stella McCartney Falabella tote bag made from ‘Mylo’ Leather) 

Mylo is a breakthrough material that ‘forms vast networks of threads that help recycle 

organic matter on the forest floor while providing nutrients to plants and trees’. (Stella 

McCartney, 2018). Stella McCartney is introducing artificial leather to her ‘Falabella’ tote 

bags, which are which are usually rendered from polyester. In 2018, Stella McCartney 

showed a selection of garments for the Fashion from Nature exhibition in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London, in the video following ‘’The fashion industry can actually be in the 

future, be modern, be game changers.’’ (Mccartney,2018). Similar to Mylo leather there are 

numerous biomaterials on the for front that are pushing the progress for biobased products. 

Producing these technologies will support a legitimate alternative to synthetic materials. A 

module that I have been undertaking called ‘changemakers’ introduces us to making our 

own biomaterial. Helping us understand impact with the work that we produce. This has 

given me hands on approach further down my career to practice creativity for aspiring 

progressive solutions to help the environmental issue of sustainability. Additionally, 

question what drives someone to repair something or to throw it away? And if they do 

throw it away where does it go? 

 

 

 



Elinor Harris                                         1902115                                        ADAD5003 

8 
 

Up-cycling is one method that can be used to re-fashion garments to create an item that is 

more sustainable and unique. Gwilt and Rissanen’s book on sustainable fashion Amy Rosser 

reveals how to ‘’source, make, use and last’’ and should be explored and shared by 

designers, researchers and consumers alike to make a more sustainable and ethical fashion 

industry’ (as cited by Gwilt, Rissanen, 2011). Whilst learning and becoming aware of the 

problems in fast fashion it can make me as a designer work to find solutions on waste 

avoidance. Evidentially making effect choices to help the environment. There are 

programmes being broadcasted that show how items can be transformed whether they are 

household or fashion items.  

 

 

(Figure 5. Image of Sarah Moore colleting items to re-use) 

The BBC’s Money for Nothing presented by Sarah Moore, features a variety of designers, 

from all over the UK, who love nothing more than turning old furniture or products into 

something new. ‘Giving a new lease of life to homeware that might otherwise have been 

heading for the bonfire or landfill is good for the planet as well as pocket’ (Moore and 

Treloar, 2018,pg2). Allwood Et All stated in 2006 ‘The trend for fast fashion has generated 

an exponential rise in the sale of fashion garments that are often worn too little, washed too 

often and quickly become discarded, with an estimated 30kg textile waste per person 

reaching landfill each year ‘(Gwilt and Rissanen, 2011, pg20) The figures of textile waste 

were taken again in 2012 with 40kg per person per year in the UK. (Fletcher, 2008) This 

shows us that the statistics are rising. The Surface Pattern Design degree makes me think 
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about sustainability and how we can help the environment but doing small things. Some 

students would be vegan for example only like to use natural materials the university offers 

alternative fabrics for us. This makes us question the advantages of natural fibres with ‘the 

application of natural-fibre based composites is increasing rapidly’ (Pickering, 2008). People 

are becoming more socially aware of the effects of textile waste and want to use more 

environmentally friendly fabrics. During the digitally printing process we try to use all the 

fabric, so none is worthless. But an alternative that the university has come up with is 

around the studio there are textile waste bins. This is so the leftover materials can be re-

used or up cycled. Companies such as ‘Freitag’ have taken up this alternative approach to 

working in using local waste from silk weaving companies to re-purpose the materials for 

bags. 

 

To conclude, the research and understanding on the literature sourced on the 

environmental issue of sustainability within the fashion industry, has highlighted methods 

and approaches that I could utilize in my future career. My ontology will change over the 

course of my practice and I will be continuing to update knowledge on ways to deal with the 

issue of textile waste. There is no definitive answer or way to solve textile waste, or the 

environmental challenges the world faces within the fashion industry, however, alternative 

options are now available in using plant fibres in place of animal fibres, as previously 

mentioned. The life stages of a garment is an approach to look at within my own design 

process when thinking about what fabrics to use. Consideration will be given to use ones 

that are environmentally friendly, or collect materials from charity, thrift and junk shops 

suggested by Sarah Moore, as she states they have more unique offerings (Moore,2018 

pg17). Unlike like fast fashion, the garments will hold a ‘story.’ The narrative will be a part of 

the garments’ design process and the reason why they are made in a specific way. Followed 

by, how the story benefits the customer ‘’first framing the situation as it is, and then 

reframing it back to make things better…two types of stories- those that inform and those 

that inspire’’(Beckham,Barry,2010,pg 151). 

Additionally, think about how durable the fabric is so when it becomes ‘in-use,’ the life 

expectancy is longer. Much like when William Morris started designing, he wanted to focus 

on quality rather than quantity (Adams,2004 pg348). Finally, the end-of-life section is where 
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I can implement the up-cycling method to re-use materials to save them going to landfill.  

For my design career I intend follow In the footsteps of designers much like Neill Wragg, 

who creates ‘’Luxurious bespoke luggage and bags up cycled from amazing fabrics with 

emotional stories’’(Rasto,2018), and uses recycled materials. I intend to begin by having a 

‘depop’ site that sells clothes that I have bought from second-hand shops and re-worked. 

My target market will be customers who want to up-cycle their old clothes (answering a 

client brief) to have a new lease of life. The clothes I will use will be pre-loved clothes, 

rejuvenated into something new. As a designer, I am influenced by the designers discussed, 

and will change the methods I will apply within the manufacturing process, which can make 

it more sustainable. Education and research will be a vital tool to understanding current 

environmental issues when producing my biomaterial in the changemaker module. This can 

be used and further developed as a solution to having a material that can follow the cradle-

cradle strategy, assuming role of Stella McCartney with her use of mushroom leather.  
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