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Preface

by Claudio Marenzi

Fashion reflects movements and changes occurring in contemporary societies
in real time and has been compared to a seismograph that makes social tremors
evident, even weak shakes we hardly perceive, but which can be the warning of
important changes. Almost 10 years ago, in 2008, we started studying the first
“shakes” indicating the onset of new sensitivity for sustainability in the international community and the following year, we dealt with it at an important conference organized at Stazione Leopolda by the Centro di Firenze per la Moda
Italiana. The debate focused on a crucial question: can fashion be sustainable or
was that emerging sensitivity temporary and ephemeral, as it has happened with
fashion trends and fades?
The answer the conference gave to the question, and which was
later further accounted for in the book Il Bello e il Buono, le ragioni della moda
sostenibile (“The Beautiful and the Good: a view from Italy on sustainable fashion”), published by the Centro di Firenze per la Moda Italiana and sold out in a
few months, was clear and can be summarized into two key points. First: sustainability has permanently become part of fashion values map as a new attribute
redefining product quality and corporate vision. Second: creative, aesthetic and
symbolic features remain the privileged, crucial and irrevocable ground of fashion which is first of all “beautiful”, but can also be “good”. These two key points
describe a breaking point, a “paradigm shift” in fashion business that implies a
reconsideration of the value of material and manufacturing.
Fewer than 10 years have passed, an eternity in fashion time, and
much progress has been made, which has fully confirmed past insights. The main
Italian and international fashion brands have proactively and seriously committed to creating beautiful, enticing and innovative collections, while reducing the
environmental impact and fostering respect of the rights of workers and of local
communities all over the world, especially in countries in the south of the world,
where the textile and clothing industry may also be an engine of social development and progress. To make such progress, the proactive contribution has been
crucial of the entire supply chain, from raw materials to manufacturing of yarns,
fabrics and accessories, which are the material and essential pillar of the entire
fashion system.

Claudio Marenzi
Chairman at Pitti Immagine

It has been a quick and turbulent evolution and sometimes progress came not without stretch and has occurred in a confused framework. Publications like this book, written in an accessible though informed and rigorous
style, are crucial for clarity, to outline essential points, disseminate sustainable
good practice and offer a possible and feasible vision of the future. I am particularly glad that the entire supply chain has been dealt with so extensively and, obviously, that the book provides evidence that Italian fashion is not only beautiful
and creative, but also involves state-of-the-art sustainable materials and manufacturing processes.
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Creativity and quality of materials.
Fashion judicious unions
by Marco Ricchetti

Fashion is a hybrid industry permanently combining intangible values, including creativity, aesthetics, culture, language, and tangible values, including the
qualities of fibers, leather, fabrics, metals, plastic, manufacturing techniques, and
aligning them to Zeitgeist constant evolution.
It is half way between creative industries, cinema, literature, music,
software and others, involving almost exclusively products having intangible value, and manufacturing industries, involving products the value of which is mainly
related to tangible qualities. The creative aesthetic or cultural value of a song or
a film only marginally depends on the physical medium supporting them or on
the relevant instruments and we do not buy books for paper quality, and on the
other hand, only a small circle of connoisseurs and enthusiasts discuss about
differences of analogic supports, vinyl or film or about the importance to perform
musical pieces using original period instruments.

Facing page:
Viktor&Rolf, outfit made using previous
collections inventories and scraps.
Couture Collection, fall 2016
© indigitalimages.com

Conversely, fashion creative and cultural content can only be
expressed largely through tangible qualities of products and manufacturing
processes transforming them. The medium (materials), one may say, is the
message, the basis of the well-constructed communication system that develops around collections every season. A new style or a new trend requires new
prints, new colours, new fabric combinations or cuttings and sometimes, less
frequently, the use of new materials. When describing the creative identity of
a fashion designer or of a new collection, one cannot neglect fabrics, prints or
processing. One historic example is very eloquent. When the Daily News described how fresh Armani style was in 1980, his year of “consecration” in the
States, reference was made to tangible features, soft fabrics, the technical construction of his vests and of his collection: “He has made traditional men’s vests
gentler, by unstructuring them and using softer fabrics” (translated from Gastel,
1995; quoted in Gnoli, 2012, p. 250).
The decision to include a volume on fashion in the series “Neo-materials in circular economy” brings fashion tangible qualities and manufacturing back to the spotlights, choked by bloating communication and image, which
dominated the industry for twenty years since the late Eighties.

Fashion and waste
Fashion is said to be a cannibal, affected by the opposite of Cronos syndrome. In
this case, its children, new collections and trends, devour their fathers, that is collections and trends of the previous season, making them obsolete, old-fashioned
and zeroing their marketing value.
1 “... companies like Apple can still take
a cue from the fashion industry. If you can
brainwash consumers into developing
new tastes that make the old stuff look
uncool for aesthetic rather than functional
reasons, you still have a shot at harvesting
more sales from your existing customer
base”.
Source: Rampell, 2013
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Fashion cannibalism may be considered as the perfect example of
planned obsolescence, as The New York Times (Rampell, 2013) reported in an
article urging some brands, including Apple, to emulate fashion brainwashing
consumers every season to persuade them to purchase something new.1 There
is certainly something true in that, but there is something more, which appears
clear when comparing fashion with “pure” creative industries, including publishing and cinema: could one say, perhaps, that a new novel or a new film are waste

Creativity and quality of materials. Fashion judicious unions
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provoked by planned obsolescence strategies adopted by publishers and producers? Can we simply keep reading or reviewing classical books or films? The
need of something new is embedded in creative industries the fashion hybrid
industry has inherited part of its DNA from.
“Waste” embedded in fashion had limited impact when, in the
late nineteenth century, the American sociologist Thorstein Veblen (1899) described it as a special attribute of the affluent society, limited to mainly European elites. Its impact started growing since the Seventies of the twentieth century through prêt-à-porter, a French term, but a revolution taking place in Italy,
extending fashion access to more people, turned it into a global phenomenon.
It eventually exploded in the new century with the sudden growth of fast fashion
allowing everybody to feel trendy at low prices, while accelerating products obsolescence cycles. The explosion of fashion consumption was partly provoked
by growing income and consumption in recently industrialized economies, including China, where the turnover of the clothing industry quintupled between
2002 and 2015.2

2 Net of inflation, it has grown 3.8
times. The source of calculations is
China Statistical Yearbook (of several
years) published by the Chinese central
statistics office. No data are available
on consumption in terms of physical
quantities

The scope of changes occurring in the last few years is clear when
considering per-capita consumption of textile fibers, which has increased in the
last 15 years, passing from approximately 8 kilograms per inhabitant in 2000 to
around 13 kilograms in 2015 (+68%), a bigger increase than the one occurring in
the 40 previous years, as per-capita consumption in 1960 was approximately 5
kilograms. A one-kilogram increase, considering the same materials, technologies and processes used, leads to proportionate increase in energy used, chemicals released in the environment and non-renewable materials depletion.
Fashion for all, the growth in clothing consumption in emerging
countries, the increased pace of obsolescence cycles introduced by fast fashion
are parts of an issue all fashion stakeholders agree on. Possible solutions are not
largely agreed on, though. On the one hand, a change in consumption patterns
is more or less explicitly envisioned, towards more sober, classical, functional,
long-lasting, less or minimally affected by fashion: decreased fashion “cannibalGrowth of per-capita clothing consumption in the world (1960-2014)
Source:
sustainability-lab.net
on ICAC- FAO World Apparel Fiber
Consumption data, different years
and UN Population Prospects data
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ism” would lead to lower consumption and decreased use of materials. It is a
long-term outlook envisioning a historic transformation of consumption culture
that should be shared by most consumers. It would somehow be like travelling
back to one or two of the aforementioned stages of fashion history. Another point
of view takes the delight for fashion and quick products obsolescence stemming
from it, as hard facts which can hardly be modified, except for some extreme
cases, and identifies environmental efficiency of garment production as the main
route to decreased impact on the environment, and focuses on new technologies
and new economic models: recycling, waste reduction, elimination of polluting
substances and processes. Analyses and good practices described in this book
stem from the stance taken in favour of the second point of view, which is not only
more realistic, but which may lead to positive fallouts in the short term or rather,
as the book shows, has already started doing so.

The language of materials
There are hurdles, though. The first one is that fashion is really demanding,
even idiosyncratically hypersensitive, in terms of materials, due to their importance as an aesthetic and symbolic medium. Aesthetic and symbolic criteria
appear to be predominating, when yarns or fabrics are selected by designers.
Even minimal shifts in materials’ look and feel, provoked by a more sustainable material or process, including increased or decreased softness, stability,
brightness, colour intensity, fabric “hand”, depending on effects required by the
style department, may immediately make fabrics unsuitable. Reuse or recycling
of materials is possible, provided certain features of virgin materials are maintained or the characteristics of recycled materials give a strong identity to final
products.
Fashion experiments and craves for innovation and is therefore not
at all reluctant to using new materials or to reframe materials in different ways.
There are endless examples, including jeans denim fabric, which has become
the most popular one, first transformed in the Seventies by Italian brands from
fabric for workwear to the symbol of young generations, or the explosion of down
jackets in the Nineties, originally used as technical mountain clothing, or the neoprene jackets, considered as must-haves of some seasons. However, the journey
from experimenting a new concept to the catwalks and eventually to the streets
and to large volumes may require some time, and can materialise, only when the
general mood and the cultural trends are ready to value it.

The book structure
Some basic decisions had to be made to design this book. The first one was about
the taxonomy of materials as the framework for organizing the book sections.
The traditional division between natural and manmade materials has been excluded,3 as it appears clear that such a division is not so much related with sustainability and the origin of materials: manmade does not mean less sustainable
than natural, but rather, as the book reports in its chapters, several cases prove
the opposite.

3 The term manmade applies to fibers
the chemical composition of which is
significantly modified during production.
These fibers are produced by the chemical
industry from fossil materials or renewable
materials, the latter largely coming from
tree cellulose

Materials have therefore been classified and the first three sections
of the book have been organized based on the origin of materials: renewable,
non-renewable or recycled.

Creativity and quality of materials. Fashion judicious unions
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• Non-renewable. They include synthetic fibers, polyester, polyamide, poly•

•

acrylic, polypropylene, elastomers, the most widely used materials in the fashion industry, which have significantly grown since the Seventies; plastic and
metals were largely used to produce zip fasteners, buttons, rivets, buckles and
studs.
Renewable or bio-based. They include both natural textile fibers, that is the
most classical fibers, we have defined these fibers as neoclassical if produced using new and more sustainable techniques, and manmade bio-based
fibers produced from cellulose, including viscose and lyocell. Natural fibers,
but in general all fibers produced from renewable sources, have physical limits linked to the availability of arable lands or lands to be used for livestock
rearing. The production of these fibers has stabilized or is slowly growing,
after a long period of time, lasted until last decade, when limited availability
of land was compensated by increased yield per hectare, which achieved its
technical limits.
Recycled. Recycled materials are perhaps the most interesting and dynamic
ones for which it is still hard to find organic and general data to assess how
much weight they have in fashion products final consumption.

The fourth section of the book deals with use of water and chemicals, which in
the last few years has been a topic extremely debated and controversial in the
fashion industry.
The fifth and last section includes an overview of small and big
brands’ initiatives on products environmental sustainability. This section comes
at the end of the book, ideally reflecting the path followed by materials throughout the supply chain, but is probably the most important one, as fashion brands
decisions impact on the entire supply chain.
Another decision applied on the scope of good practices, experiences and experimentation to be included in the text and case histories. This was
the most painful decision, as fashion and its supply chain currently involve many
of interesting cases, in a wide range of different fields, and stuffing all of in the
limited room provided by the book pages was not a viable exercise. On the other
hand, without a guiding principle, the decision about the cases to be included or
not would have been misleading, especially for experimentation cases the actual
impact of which can be hardly forecasted on global sustainability of the fashion
system.
The final decision, inevitably biased and subject to possible criticism, was made in line with the willingness to point out that increased sustainability in fashion production is possible here and now and does not only apply to
a potential future, is not only a goal, but also an actual possibility that is already
feasible and implemented by manufacturers and small and big brands. Technologies do exist, are being industrialized and are well-established in some cases,
and leading brands and small brands have already taken some steps.
Following this idea, the book focuses on well-established cases, experiments and changes occurring in the last few years and finding the relevant
market positioning, both on small and large scale. This decision has come with
a price. The book does not deal or only marginally deals with trends that can be
consolidated in a possible future even though many of such cases exist which
have already been covered in the media and have obtained prestigious awards
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for innovation. They apply, for instance, to textiles obtained from waste products
of oranges (hwww.orangefiber.it), pineapples (www.ananas-anam.com) and apples; the use of plants considered as weed, including nettle (www.gradozero.eu),
brooms or bamboo (different from bamboo transformed into viscose); alternative materials to leather obtained from mushroom (www.gradozero.eu) or wine
waste products (www.vegealeather.com). They are all extremely interesting case
histories, some at the proof of concept stage, some others ready to be launched
on the market.

What if sustainable fashion becomes “cool”
“Helping the planet doesn’t have to be painful” (Crawford, 2007), the organizer of a sustainable fashion event replied in an interview to an environmentalist magazine. This topic is still on the agenda. Sensitivity of consumers and
final users is still crucial. Big environmentalist and social justice campaigns,
including Greenpeace Detox my Fashion and campaigns following Bangladesh
Rana Plaza tragedy where over 1,200 workers sewing garments for several big
brands died, have raised significant awareness. However, the share of those
who are willing to pay higher prices for more sustainable products is still 10%
to 20% of consumers, which proves that it is really difficult to communicate the
story behind products.
A new phenomenon is however emerging, and it must be analysed,
which is related to how strongly fashion inspires behaviours: products made using sustainable materials and technologies have started to be cool. An example
of this occurred while this introduction was written, from one of the main online
magazines for youngsters, about urban nightlife and trendy parties, which are
probably the farthest from sustainability. The article described one of the products mentioned in this book, sport shoes, as “a must-have of the season” (posermag.com, April 2017). However, no reference has been made to product sustainability. This is a contradiction, which probably opens a debate dividing those
who wish for a more sustainable economy: can the very same phenomena and
mechanisms, fashion and megabrands, which are largely part of the issue, also
become part of the solution?

If not now, when?
The moment has come. A frontier in the fashion industry has already been
crossed and it is hard to go back once the route has been taken. Some time ago,
Rossella Ravagli, Head of Corporate Sustainability and Responsibility of Gucci,
in her remarks at Copenhagen Fashion Summit, reiterated that sustainability is a
“one-way journey”, requiring investments and reorganization of the supply chain
that are not easy to implemen but which, once made, are difficult to give up. The
principle maintained by Bruno Pieters, according to whom “the story behind design must be as beautiful as design” (Pieters, 2016), has found its position in the
fashion system.
By publishing this book, we are lucky enough to be part of this
movement, which has still a long way to go, but which has become crucial for
fashion.
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