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Over the past four decades, a movement to re-examine,
re-localize, and improve the sustainability of food
production and processing has grown dramatically in the
U.S. and globally. U.S. nonprofits have played a key role

in raising public awareness and creating alternatives to
entrenched systems of food production and distribution,
and U.S. foundations have spurred this movement through
significant funding investments.

At the same time, a closely related sector, with equally
significant impacts on environmental and human health,
has received very little attention from U.S. foundations:
fiber and textile production.

The textile and apparel sector has grown rapidly in recent
years, driven largely by consumer demand in developed
countries for “fast fashion.” Global production of both
natural and synthetic fibers has doubled since 1990,
reaching 86 million tons in 2011, or nearly 12 kg [26 Ibs]
per capita. Natural fibers account for 35 million tons, or
40% of the total, while petroleum-derived synthetic fibers
account for 60%.2 These fibers feed a global garment
industry that had an estimated value of $1.2-$1.7 trillion
in 2012 and employs 60-75 million people worldwide,*
including over 800,000 workers in the U.S?

However, as one recent report notes, “The flipside of this
growth and the accelerating production of fashion has
been a broadening and deepening track record of poor
working conditions and heavy pollution.” Environmental
impacts, including land use, water consumption and
pollution, heavy use of toxic chemicals, greenhouse gas
emissions, and waste generation, along with severe
exploitation of both child and adult labor, are the largely
unseen costs of the complex global textile supply chain.

This paper argues that U.S. foundations currently have a
key moment of opportunity to invest in the sustainable
fiber and textile sector in ways that will mobilize consumer
awareness and accelerate improvements in many stages
of the textile production chain. Such improvements
would in many cases tie into and further strengthen the
sustainable agriculture movement in the U.S. and abroad.
Sustainability in textiles also involves many aspects of
toxics reduction and labor issues, thus highlighting the
close connections between environmental and human
health impacts and presenting opportunities

for foundations already involved in environmental

health and justice work.
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“The textile industry

has been cited as the
most ecologically harmful
industry in the world....""
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The agricultural impacts of the textile sector are

driven by the prevalence of cotton among natural
fibers—the crop accounts for almost 85% of natural
fibers produced, with smaller percentages from

wool, flax, hemp, and other cellulosic (plant-derived)
fibers.”” Cotton’s characteristics—water-intensive,
pest-prone, and soil-depleting™—result in outsized
impacts: according to a 2015 United Nations report,
cotton is grown on only 2.3% of the world’s arable land,
but it is responsible for approximately 14% of global
agricultural insecticide use.™ Although this percentage
has declined over the past two decades, according to
the most recent available data cotton still accounts for
a greater percentage of insecticide use than either corn
or rice, and this global average masks wide variations
in the rate of insecticide use per acre in cotton-growing
countries.” In the U.S., cotton accounts for about for 1%
of farm acreage,® but 2009 data indicated that North
America was responsible for 22% of world total sales
of pesticides for cotton,” suggesting that the U.S. is a
significant contributor to this disproportionate land
use impact worldwide. The prevalence of genetically

modified cotton in the U.S. crop—93% in 2016 —likely
drives extensive application of glyphosate herbicides
that contribute to this burden.

Grazing land for wool production also accounts for
significant land use, but with potentially much greater
sustainability,”” and recent research offers evidence
that properly managed grazing lands can have positive
land use impacts through improved soil health and
drainage and may actually mitigate GHG emissions
through carbon sequestration.?® Conversely, although
they are often perceived as environmentally-friendly
choices, wood-derived fibers like viscose, rayon, modal,
and lyocell are in fact creating severe deforestation

in many countries. As one example, South Africa, a

top exporter of “dissolving pulp,” (the raw material

for these fibers), lost 17% of its dense forest cover
between 2001-2014.2' (Some brand name versions of
these fibers, such as Lenzing Modal® and TENCEL®,

are produced using more sustainable closed-loop
approaches.??) Hemp and flax grown for fiber account
for only a tiny percentage of land use currently, but
awareness of cotton’s environmental impacts has led




to interest in expanding production of these fibers.?
Finally, although leather production is generally not
accounted for in the textile industry statistics used for
this overview, it should be noted that leather is another
area of overlapping environmental and social impacts
between the global food and apparel systems,** as the
livestock industry accounts for 26% of total global land
use and 33% of global cropland use,”® generates 14.5%
of global GHGs,? and results in additional burdens from
water and chemicals used in leather processing.

In addition to its heavy use of pesticides and
insecticides, the textile sector creates a huge impact
on both environmental and human health through the
extractive supply chain for petroleum-based synthetic
fibers and the chemicals used in processing both
natural and synthetic fibers. According to research
conducted by Bluesign, “Approximately 25% of the
chemicals manufactured globally are applied in the
textile industry.”?’” Key categories of problematic
substances include surfactants, used in detergents and
wetting agents; salts like sodium chloride and sodium

B e

PAGE 6 COMMON THREADS : U.S-Foundation Opportunities in Sustainable Fiber and Textiles

sulfate, used in dyeing; heavy metals such as cobalt and
copper, also used in dyes; complex chemical mixtures
used in wet processing;®® and water-repellent coatings
and other treatments that utilize perfluorinated and
polyfluorinated compounds (PFCs).?° Dozens of studies
have established associations between these chemicals
and increased rates of bladder, lung, colorectal, and
breast cancers in textile industry workers.*°

Considering the entire cotton textile production chain
(farming, spinning, wet processing, etc.), Chapagain et
al. found that “Cotton consumption is responsible for
2.6% of the global water use.”® However, this global
average masks wide variations in water use efficiency
among cotton-producing countries,* as well as local
examples of severe water depletion including the case
of the Aral Sea,® the production of irrigated cotton in
Arizona,* and the unfolding impact on Ethiopia’s Lake
Turkana from the construction of the Gibe Ill dam for
cotton irrigation.®>3¢ Overall, according to Choudhury,
“It takes approximately 2,500-3,000 L [650-800 gal]
of water to manufacture a single cotton shirt.*" In

addition to water consumption, water pollution—from
fertilizer and pesticide runoff and wastewater discharge
from processing facilities—is a second major concern.

In China, which is responsible for approximately 50%

of global textile production, the textile industry ranked
third among all industries in its level of wastewater
discharge and second for chemical oxygen demand
loading,*® a measure of water pollution and an indicator
of low oxygen availability for aquatic life.

Several studies have estimated energy use overall in
the textile sector.** However, documented estimates
for greenhouse gas emissions from the industry are
difficult to obtain. According to a 2010 article in the
industry publication Textile World, “Apparel and
textiles account for approximately 10 percent of the
total carbon impact,’#° although the article provides
no documentation and does not specify whether this
estimate includes the agricultural components of
the textile industry. A 2011 report from the Carbon
Trust estimates that the production, purchase, and
use of clothing leads to the release of over 850 Mt
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CO, per year (around 3% of global CO, emissions),*
but this report does not include agriculture or take
into account textiles for home and industrial use. A
second Carbon Trust report assigns a further 0.8%

of global CO, emissions to cotton production, while
the FAQ’s 2013 “Tackling Climate Change Through
Livestock” report attributes approximately 0.8% total
anthropogenic GHG emissions to livestock used for
fiber production.*>* Finally, a 2005 study found that
CO, emissions were much higher for synthetics than
natural fibers: 9.52 kg of CO, per ton of spun fiber for
polyester compared to 5.9 kg for conventional cotton
and 2.35 kg for U.S. organic cotton.*

Using these more thoroughly documented sources
helps support a rough estimate of between 5-10% of
global greenhouse gas emissions from the fiber and
textile industry production chain overall, but more
research is needed to develop reliable textile industry
emissions estimates that specify contributions from
both agricultural and industrial components and
highlight opportunities for emissions reductions. As
noted above, growing understanding of the potential
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of rotational grazing is raising hope that properly
managed fiber animal grazing could actually have a
net positive impact on GHG emissions through carbon
sequestration.

As in the food system, the global textile supply chain
relies on low-cost labor in developing countries and
buries many labor abuses in production stages that are
far out of sight for the end consumer. According to a
February 2015 fact sheet produced by the Clean Clothes
Campaign, between 60-75 million people work in the
textile, clothing, and footwear sector worldwide.*

This range represents an increase of 200-275% since
2000, attesting, like the steep increases in natural and
synthetic fiber production, to the skyrocketing demand
for “fast fashion.” These workers, over 75% of whom
are women,* face a host of issues: forced labor, sexual
harassment, extremely long hours and forced overtime,
unsafe working conditions, lack of ability to organize,
and extremely low wages that result in a situation

of “economic exploitation.”#” Other reports detail the
particularly tragic exploitation of child labor in cotton

fields in countries around the world.*® Labor abuses in
the textile industry were thrown into stark relief by the
April 2013 collapse of the Rana Plaza garment factory
in Bangladesh, which killed 1,134 people. Since that
time, competing international bodies have certified a
small percentage of Bangladeshi factories, but the vast
majority of factories there and in other countries still
have lax oversight of safety and labor rights.

In the U.S., as of 2016 the textile sector employed
579,300 workers along the supply chain, including
cotton and wool production, textile mills, and apparel
manufacturing.*® U.S. textile and apparel jobs declined
sharply after the passage of NAFTA in 1994, dropping
from over 1.5 million in 1995 to 832,000 in 2002,*° and
declining further during the recession of 2008-09—
losses that disproportionately impacted rural areas

of the southeastern U.S.>" Recent sources indicate
that U.S. textile sector job losses are leveling off,
while U.S. exports of fiber and apparel increased 38%
between 2009 and 2015 and investment in textile
mills grew by 87% over the same period.> These
trends suggest that American textile manufacturing




is becoming increasingly viable as the true costs of
overseas production become more apparent to both
manufacturers and consumers. However, although U.S.
manufacturing of textiles and apparel greatly improves
the chances to create transparent supply chains, a 2015
report on extensive wage and safety violations in Los
Angeles garment factories makes clear that a “Made in
USA" [abel does not guarantee safe working conditions
or fair pay.>® Such abuses are exacerbated by the
prevalence of undocumented immigrants: a 2015 Pew
Research Center study ranked the “textile, apparel, and
leather” industry group second in the U.S. by share of
undocumented immigrants.>*

As in the food movement, issues of waste and recycling
in the textile industry have been gaining attention as

a critical part of the overall supply chain. According

to statistics from the Council for Textile Recycling, the
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average American throws away 70 pounds of clothing
every year,> equal to roughly 191 T-shirts per person.>®
A 2012 Atlantic article noted that “Americans recycle or
donate only 15 percent of their used clothing, and the
rest—about 10.5 million tons a year—goes into landfills,
giving textiles one of the poorest recycling rates of any
reusable material.>” These landfilled textiles account
for approximately 5.2% of municipal solid waste.*® Of
clothing and textiles that are donated, only 10-20% are
resold in the U.S. as secondhand clothing. The unsold
donations are then either exported overseas or sold
for industrial re-use as rags, stuffing, or insulation.>

In response to this issue, there is growing interest in
increasing textile recycling rates and developing more
“closed loop” approaches in the textile sector. Emerging
research on the issue of “microplastic” ocean pollution,
created in part by laundering clothing made from
polyester, nylon, and other synthetics, has added

to textile waste issues as well.50¢




Addressing these severe and linked environmental
and social impacts requires identifying insertion
points in a complex and entrenched global supply
chain. Over the past decade, a constellation of
nonprofit/NGO organizations focused on sustainable
textiles and apparel has emerged in the U.K. and
internationally. The U.S. continues to have much lower
levels of awareness and activity around the issue, but
momentum is building. The approaches used by these
organizations can be roughly grouped as:

1) Industry-facing programs that focus on
assessing or certifying fiber production
or supply chain improvements, and

2) Consumer-facing labels and awareness
campaigns that aim to drive change
through increasing demand for
sustainably-produced goods
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As in the local and sustainable food movement, a

basic goal of these nonprofit efforts is to change the
established practices of for-profit businesses. In the
context of sustainable textiles, “brands’—meaning
well-known clothing producers and retailers like Levi’s,
Gap, Nike, or H&M—are the most visible element of
the supply chain to consumers. They are thus the focus
of many of the campaigns and certification efforts
described below. These brands have a critical role

to play in influencing, as well as being influenced by,
consumer demand.

NONPROFITS involved in certification and labeling
efforts, listed here roughly in order of the supply chain
from fiber production to apparel production, include:

* Textile Exchange: A Texas-based organization formed
in 2002 to boost organic cotton supply that now
also leads standard development for other fibers like
down and wool and plays a hub role with its annual
international Textile Sustainability Conference.

e Several international NGOs, including Better Cotton
Initiative (BCl), Cotton Made in Africa, Fairtrade
International, and Demeter International, which
manage cotton standards or can certify crops, the
multi-stakeholder Organic Cotton Accelerator, and
the Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS), which
applies to finished products. Organic cotton can be
certified by government bodies like the United States
Department of Agriculture or nonprofits like GOTS,
while the emerging Sustainable Agriculture Network
coalition is developing standards to certify whole
farm approaches.®

e Responsible Sourcing Network (a project of As You
Sow): A certification initiative focused on the spinner
stage of the supply chain, with a current goal of
tracing cotton picked with forced labor in Uzbekistan
and a longer-term plan to launch a branded cotton
yarn product from certified mills.



http://textileexchange.org
http://www.bettercotton.org
http://www.bettercotton.org
http://www.cottonmadeinafrica.org
http://www.fairtrade.net/products/cotton.net
http://www.fairtrade.net/products/cotton.net
http://www.demeter.net
http://www.organiccottonaccelerator.org
http://www.global-standard.org
http://san.ag/web/
http://www.sourcingnetwork.org/cotton/
http://www.asyousow.org
http://www.asyousow.org

e Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)
Clean by Design: An industry-facing initiative
focusing specifically on improving the sustainability
of Chinese textile mills and helping brands identify
the most sustainable Chinese suppliers.

* Bluesign: An additional mill-focused certification
system for sustainably-produced textiles, which
works with mills to certify that all raw materials
and substances applied meet sustainability criteria.
Bluesign also offers a consumer-facing label.

e Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC): A relatively new
organization that has gained traction with its Higg
Index, a suite of self-assessment tools for measuring
environmental and social sustainability throughout
the supply chain. The Higg index is now used by over
150 companies, representing a conservative 40% of
the apparel and footwear market.®?
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e Cradle to Cradle Products Innovation Institute (C2C)

and Fashion Positive: A “closed-loop” advocacy
organization that bridges the gap between industry-
facing and consumer-facing efforts. Its Fashion
Positive program works with textile and apparel
companies to identify C2C-approved suppliers and

is currently working to develop a “library” of C2C
approved materials for designers. C2C also leads
the Circular Innovation Working Group and runs an
emerging consumer-facing social media campaign.

* Ceres: A Boston-based nonprofit working with
corporations and investors to expand sustainable
business practices that has included some specific

focus on the footwear and apparel industry and been

an advocate of moving from audit-based to more
collaborative models of supply chain improvement.

* Trucost: A U.K.-based organization that pioneered a
system of natural capital accounting, which attaches
a monetized value to environmental costs, and is
now developing a specific apparel and footwear
version of the system.

e Canopy and Rainforest Action Network: Two smaller

nonprofits that have carved out specific niches
focusing on the environmental impacts of textile
fibers that are derived from wood, especially rayon,
viscose, modal, and lyocell.

Fibershed: A California producer-led nonprofit
working to develop regional and regenerative value
chains that operationalize community driven soil-
to-soil textile systems, with a focus on soil carbon
restoration on working lands. The organization also
works with over 50 self-organized Fibershed affiliate
projects in 6 countries.

Established and emerging CONSUMER-AWARENESS
CAMPAIGNS include:

e Clean Clothes Campaign: Headquartered in the

Netherlands, the Clean Clothes Campaign is an
alliance of organizations in 16 European countries
that focuses on the rights of workers in the
garment industry.



https://www.nrdc.org/resources/clean-design-apparel-manufacturing-and-pollution
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/clean-design-apparel-manufacturing-and-pollution
http://www.bluesign.com
http://apparelcoalition.org
http://www.fashionpositive.org
http://www.fashionpositive.org
https://www.ceres.org
https://www.trucost.com
http://www.canopystyle.org
http://ran.org
http://www.fibershed.com
https://cleanclothes.org
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® Greenpeace Detox: A highly visible U.K.-based
campaign focused on the links between global
clothing brands’ manufacturing practices and water
pollution. The campaign led several brands to
develop The Joint Roadmap towards Zero Discharge
of Hazardous Chemicals (ZDHC), an industry-facing
protocol, which was at first welcomed but has since
been criticized by Greenpeace for a lack of progress.®

e Fashion Revolution Day: A fast-growing global
campaign that marks the anniversary of the Rana
Plaza factory disaster, April 24, with a social media
campaign demanding transparency from brands with
the hashtag #whomademyclothes?

* Remake: An emerging California-based nonprofit
focused on telling the stories of the people in the
global textile and garment industry as a tool to build
empathy and a conscious consumer movement.
Unlike other advocacy campaigns, Remake also works
within brands to build employee and management
commitment to sustainable approaches.
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OTHER ORGANIZATIONS involved include:

e Ecotextile News, a provider of technical news and
updates for the industry.

e The Council of Fashion Designers of America and its
CFDA/Lexus Eco-Fashion Challenge for designers.

* Academic institutions including Rhode Island School
of Design, California College of the Arts, Parsons,
Pratt, and Fashion Institute of Technology, all of
which are incorporating sustainability issues into
their training for aspiring fashion designers.

* For-profit consulting firms working with businesses
to improve sustainability in textile production, such
as Oakdene Hollins (U.K.) and Pure Strategies (U.S).

Foundations currently involved include the European
corporate foundations C&A Foundation, H&M Conscious
Foundation, and Shell Foundation, as well as the Ellen
MacArthur Foundation, which has been a key driver of
“circular economy” approaches and recently launched

a new Circular Fibres Initiative. In the U.S., a small
number of grants have been made in this area to date
by funders including the Schmidt Family Foundation,
the Cordes Foundation, the Blackie Foundation,

the Jena and Michael King Foundation, the Island
Foundation, the Eileen Fisher Community Foundation,
and the Patagonia Grants Program, which has
recently expanded its focus on fiber and textiles. Early
information on wood-derived fibers was supported by
the Lisa and Douglas Goldman Fund and disseminated
by the former Sustainability Funders network. The
Sustainable Agriculture and Food Systems Funders
(SAFSF) has, over time, featured several workshops
and site visits on the topic of sustainable fibers and
textiles.®> SAFSF is currently assembling a resource

hub on fiber and textiles funding on its site, and plans
to offer future learning opportunities and resources

to support U.S. foundation involvement in this area.



http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/detox/
http://fashionrevolution.org
http://remake.world
https://www.ecotextile.com
http://cfda.com
https://cfda.com/programs/designers/cfda-lexus-fashion-initiative
http://www.oakdenehollins.com/textiles-clothing.php
http://purestrategies.com
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/campaigns/circular-fibres-initiative
http://sites.google.com/site/sustainabilityfunders/resources
http://www.safsf.org
http://www.safsf.org

The field of sustainable textiles is still in its early
stages in the U.S. A wide variety of strategies and
approaches have the potential to support and amplify
both supply-chain-focused and demand-side efforts
to improve the sustainability of textile production.
Given the extensive environmental, social justice, and
health-related impacts detailed above, the sector
presents opportunities for foundations involved in
environmental health and justice work as well as for
those engaged in sustainable agriculture.

WORK WITH ESTABLISHED ENTITIES TO LINK,
ALIGN, AND CLARIFY EXISTING U.S. EFFORTS
As is clear from the list of organizations above, a
complex landscape of organizations and certifications
has already evolved, with much overlap in the
clothing brands being targeted. While respecting
the varied approaches and pre-existing cooperation
among existing nonprofits, U.S. funders could work
collaboratively with these players to identify ways
to link, align, and more clearly communicate the
goals and messages of this emerging movement. The
Environmental Paper Network, funded by the Lisa &
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Douglas Goldman Fund, provides one important model
for this approach.

SUPPORT MARKET RESEARCH AND TESTING TO
ASSESS CONSUMER AWARENESS AND MESSAGE
EFFECTIVENESS
As noted above, a variety of consumer-facing
sustainable textiles campaigns have been launched in
the U.K. in recent years, with some beginning to make
inroads into the U.S. To inform and strengthen such
efforts, broad-based consumer surveying and message
testing for the U.S. is needed. The market research
conducted by the nonprofit FoodRoutes Network,
which found that “freshness” was the one concept that
resonated with consumers across the country, provides
one model for the type of research needed.®®

AMPLIFY NEWS AND MEDIA COVERAGE
OF THE ISSUE
As mentioned above, Ecotextile News provides detailed
and comprehensive reporting on all aspects of the
sustainable textiles movement, but this coverage is
targeted at and largely accessible only to industry

insiders. Issues of environmental pollution, labor
exploitation, and waste generation in the textile
industry still receive very limited coverage in the
mainstream press. More focused and consistent
coverage could help increase consumer awareness
and drive change in textile production practices. The
Food and Farm Communications Fund, established by
the 11th Hour Project and several foundation partners,
provides one model for amplifying coverage and
awareness.®’

COMMISSION A REVIEW OF U.S. FEDERAL, STATE,
AND LOCAL POLICIES AFFECTING THE SUSTAINABLE
TEXTILES MOVEMENT
The 2014 report “New England Food Policy: Building
a Sustainable Food System,®® funded by the Henry
P. Kendall Foundation, provides a comprehensive
scan of policies affecting the development of a more
sustainable food supply chain in the U.S. A similar
review of policies impacting the production, processing,
distribution, and recycling of textiles in the U.S. could
highlight many areas for advocacy and help mobilize
the interest of policymakers and regulators. The recent



http://environmentalpaper.org
http://foodroutes.org
http://foodandfarmcommunications.org

announcement of plans to initiate renegotiation of
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),%°
which has had a profound impact on the textile and
apparel sector, makes this area especially timely.

SUPPORT MORE WORKER-FOCUSED FACTORY
SELF-ASSESSMENT APPROACHES (VS. AUDITS)
As noted in a 2015 article in The Atlantic, a brand’s
“first tier” suppliers—the factories that cut and sew
the actual products—are often “not where the bulk of
problems exist” in terms of worker rights abuses. A
system of subcontracted materials suppliers means
that “traditional factory audits by both brands and
NGOs often miss instances of trafficking deeper down
the supply chain."”® As a result, as Ceres’ 2014 Footwear
and Apparel sector report notes, “Many companies are
now taking a more proactive engagement approach, in
which they partner with suppliers to provide resources,
expertise and other forms of support to address
these issues.””" A 2012 report from Ceres and Levi
Strauss & Co., “Improving Workers’ Well-Being:
A New Approach to Supply Chain Engagement,” offers
one model of a “paradigm shift that ramps up the role
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of companies from passive compliance monitoring to
active development and implementation of specific
programs to address the needs of workers and their
communities.””2 U.S. foundations could help support
such approaches, which require “partnerships with
NGOs in the communities where factories operate™”
and could have the added benefit of helping such
NGOs address both social and environmental issues
in their communities.

HIGHLIGHT AND ACCELERATE THE GROWING
TREND OF RE-SHORING
As global trends have affected the economics of
producing textiles and apparel in the developing

world, and as consumer demand for more sustainably-

produced products has slowly begun to increase, a
small vanguard of companies has been engaged in a
deliberate process of “re-shoring,” or bringing textile
and apparel production stages back to the U.S. In
this area, foundations could support case studies,
market research, investment opportunity analyses,
and other documentation that would help make the
case for for-profit businesses to consider re-shoring.

The Carolina Textile District, a network of textile
businesses re-creating a supply chain for American
production, offers one successful case study.” The
re-shoring approach can also include rebuilding local
fiber production. Growing interest in U.S. cultivation of
hemp for fiber has particular potential to expand this
trend, and especially to benefit rural economies, as
described in Patagonia’s video “Harvesting Liberty." As
an initial step, foundations can support local efforts to
begin reconnecting fiber farmers with existing pieces
of local textile supply chains, an approach used by
Southeastern Massachusetts Agricultural Partnership
at its recent regional Fiber and Textile Roundtable.

EXPAND EFFORTS TO PROMOTE TEXTILE WASTE
REDUCTION AND RECYCLING
In the U.S. food movement, the release of the 2012
NRDC report “Wasted: How America is Losing up to
40 Percent of Its Food from Farm to Fork to Landfill”
sparked a revolution in awareness of the issue of food
waste. The issue of waste in the textile and apparel
sectors is similarly in need of exposure. A 2014 report
commissioned by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition



https://www.carolinatextiledistrict.com/
https://vimeo.com/165600324
https://semaponline.org/programs/research/
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/wasted-how-america-losing-40-percent-its-food-farm-fork-landfill
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/wasted-how-america-losing-40-percent-its-food-farm-fork-landfill

OPPO RTU NITI ES for U. S Foundatlons |

focused on the possibilities for recycling both pre-

and post-consumer textile waste into new yarns. The
report led to a Recycling Innovation Working Group,
now renamed the Circular Innovation Working Group
and led by Cradle to Cradle.” Other emerging initiatives
include state and municipal textile recycling programs
in Massachusetts, Texas, San Francisco, and elsewhere
and corporate in-store take-back initiatives like
Patagonia’'s Worn Wear initiative and Eileen Fisher’s
Fisher Found program, which is working to scale up

its three-pronged approach for reselling like-new,
renewed, and entirely remade garments.
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The ReFED project on food waste, launched by the
Betsy and Jesse Fink Foundation and now supported
by a collaborative of fourteen foundations, offers one
model for systematically approaching the issue of
textile waste, while Closed Loop Partners has piloted
an integrated financing model with a $100 million
loan fund, venture fund, and foundation, all focused
on accelerating recycling technologies for a range of
consumer products, including apparel.



https://wornwear.patagonia.com/
https://www.eileenfisher.com/fisherfound
http://www.refed.com/?sort=economic-value-per-ton
http://www.closedlooppartners.com

INCORPORATE A FOCUS ON JUSTICE AND
ACCESS UP FRONT
The U.S. food movement was slow to bring the voices of
those most affected by injustice in the system directly
into the conversation. While it may be the case that
issues of daily access and availability are more urgent
in the case of food than for textiles, the textile industry,
like the food industry, rests on a foundation of low-
wage (at best) agricultural and processing jobs that,
globally, are overwhelmingly held by people of color.
In apparel production, gender discrimination combines
with racism to fuel the exploitative labor practices
described above. Issues of justice and equity within the
industry are thus no less important to address if the
industry is to see real change in linked social, human
health, and environmental impacts. Foundations
can play a valuable role by working with nonprofits
operating in the sustainable textiles sector to find
ways to bring the voices of those most affected by
pollution, toxics, and labor issues in the textile industry
to the table in the early stages of program design and
movement-building.
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STORIES OVER STATISTICS
In a 2012 keynote at the Sustainable Agriculture
and Food Systems Funders Forum, Angela Park, a
leading expert on diversity in the environmental field,
noted, “The climate movement allowed itself to be
pigeonholed, because the issue was framed in such
a left-brained way.” Considering the relevance of this
lesson for the food movement, Park observed, “Food
is simultaneously intimate and far away—how can we
bridge that gap with stories?”’® Similarly, to create
real environmental and social change, the sustainable
textiles movement must work to ensure that it uses
effective communication to make the hidden textile
supply chain more real to consumers, while drawing
on research showing that guilt-based approaches are
not effective in changing behavior.”” Communications
organizations like Remake are already working to
create emotive content to address this need, but more
deliberate support for such approaches is needed.

MIND THE MOVEMENT
In his 2013 article “Who's Minding the Movement?’
food movement veteran Andy Fisher raised concerns

about the U.S. food movement that have relevance

for the growing efforts on textile sustainability in this
country. Focusing on the landscape of organizations
involved, Fisher perceived “a lack of clarity as to who
will provide the unifying vision and direction to help
these organizations become more powerful than the
sum of their collective parts.” In particular, he wrote,
“Policy change has not fully materialized as a force for
uniting us, as it has for the feminist and environmental
movements . . . instead, we have generally opted for
the low-hanging fruit: Public education, market-based
change, and individual small and medium-sized projects
..."as opposed to systemic policy or tax reform

efforts. In the years since Fisher’s article, interest in
coordinated, policy-focused movement approaches has
grown dramatically in the U.S. food movement. Efforts
such as the ReFED coalition’s coordinated “Roadmap™”®
for reducing food waste and the National Sustainable
Agriculture Coalition’s campaign to make the local food
movement's voice heard in 2018 Farm Bill negotiations
have helped unify a range of nonprofit advocates, while
foundations have responded with a greatly increased
focus on funding policy approaches. At this early



http://www.refed.com/analysis?sort=economic-value-per-ton
http://sustainableagriculture.net
http://sustainableagriculture.net

V CO N CLUS'O N Lessons Learned from the Local Food Movement

stage in the movement for a more sustainable fiber
and textile system, U.S. funders have an opportunity
to help established entities in the field of sustainable
textiles develop the “sophisticated political analysis
and strategic thinking"” needed to identify unifying
movement goals and messages and accelerate the
pace of change.

The U.S. movement to improve the sustainability of
fiber and textile production and processing is still in

its early stages. While some may perceive the need for
clothing as less urgent than the daily need for food, the
environmental damage and labor abuses perpetuated
by current textile and garment production practices
are no less real, and the connections to consumers’
daily lives no less immediate. U.S. foundations
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currently have a key moment of opportunity to

invest in the sustainable fiber and textile sector in
ways that will mobilize consumer awareness and
accelerate improvements in many stages of the textile
production chain. Consumer awareness is beginning
to grow, new non-profit and for-profit entities are
rapidly emerging to address this issue, and post-
election emphasis on U.S. manufacturing and jobs
may provide additional momentum. Working with
established and emerging organizations in this growing
field, U.S. foundations are well-positioned to draw
on key lessons from the sustainable food movement
and accelerate the development of a coordinated
movement that harnesses consumer demand for clean,
ethical, and sustainably-produced textiles as a force for
environmental and social change.
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