
Positive thinking 
Boost for new YESS  

due diligence standard 

No mean feat 
The problem with using  
industry data averages

August / September 2022

The environmental magazine for the global textile supply chain

INSIDE: What’s next for the Higg Index? SAC reaction

The mighty atom 
Isotope technology could  

aid fibre transparency 

Red card for Xinjiang cotton 
EXCLUSIVE: China expert to shed new light on region

OFC-ETN-Aug-Sept-2022_JM_Layout 1  19/07/2022  14:03  Page 1



C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

Circularity-Ecotextile-205x276mm.pdf   1   7/11/22   9:57 AM



Far above the  
industry average
Despite the suspension of Higg scores on product labels being a major story in this issue, 
we’ve chosen our exclusive interview with Adrian Zenz (page: 30), as the cover story given 
the extremely serious allegations he levels against authorities in China. 

Of course, some of these allegations are not new, but Zenz tells us there is more to come 
shortly – with a major focus on cotton – and the powerful images that he supplies to us for 
publication here, smuggled out of China, almost make the Higg suspension issue look like a 
spat in a child’s sweet shop. 

We’ll have more on the upcoming report from Zenz on Xinjiang cotton as the news breaks 
– keep an eye on ecotextile.com – but the Uyghur Forced Labour Prevention Act (UFLPA) in 
the US is meanwhile having the desired effect, with sales of the region’s cotton plummeting 
by 40 per cent, year-on-year, while some 3.3 million metric tons was stockpiled at the end 
of May, 50 per cent more than a year earlier. 

This comes as the European Union is poised to introduce its own legislation to ban 
imports made with forced labour and is being urged by the European Parliament’s 
influential Trade Committee to base this on the US model. 

Going back to the Higg story, we ask on page 24 if now is the time for an independent 
inquiry into its Materials Sustainability Index? Perhaps a council that includes textile veterans, 
scientists, NGOs, government agencies, industry associations and brands and retailers? 

What’s clear is that some industry consensus needs to be agreed before things can move 
forward again – otherwise the brickbats will restart again and the discussion will once again 
become skewed by self-interest at all levels.  

The early 20th Century US politician Upton Sinclair once noted that it was, “difficult to get 
a man to understand something when his salary depends upon his not understanding it”.  

This quote is so appropriate to the controversy around Higg MSI scores on all sides of the 
debate – but especially when it comes to the disappointing ‘my fibre is more sustainable 
than your fibre’ squabble, that’s now seriously holding back industry progress. Perhaps 
that’s the whole idea? After all, this is exactly the way it went for the Made-By environ-
mental benchmark. A repeat of that with the Higg Index, however, remains highly unlikely. 

We interview Amina Razvi, the CEO of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition on page 20 to 
find out what the Higg Index does next following the decision by Norwegian Consumer 
Authority (NCA) that using MSI data on consumer products was illegal in Norway because 
the data around the claims were based on global averages. 

In our interview, Razvi points out that the European Union also uses global average data 
to determine environmental impact in the absence of ‘perfect data’ which she argues would 
be almost impossible to achieve anyway. 

In our feature on page 42 Phil Patterson agrees, but cautions against the use of average 
data to make environmental claims on specific products, and also argues, rather brilliantly, 
that while average scores don’t work – the differences in data accuracy, data precision and 
data resolution are not being recognised properly by industry critics. 

For our part, we hope that you’ll find the content we’ve delivered to you in this issue of 
Ecotextile News to be a million miles above the industry average – and we’re sure you’ll 
really enjoy this latest edition. 

Don’t forget to keep sending in your comments, feedback and news tip-offs for our next 
edition, and as Phil Berman says in our Ecotextile Talks podcasts that you can find on Apple, 
Google, Spotify and Amazon – ‘until next time!’
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In ThredUp’s 2022 Resale 
Report, it highlighted that 
secondhand fashion is 
projected to be the 
industry’s fastest growing 
sub-sector in the next 
decade, whilst “fast fashion’s 
growth will remain flat”. 

“The stigma around 
thrifting is continuing to 
decline, and Gen Z is leading 
the charge,” Wallace tells us. 
She says of the consumers 
ThredUp surveyed, 60 per 
cent within the Gen Z bracket 
thrifted for the first time last 
year, whilst 62 per cent now 
say they’d look for an item 
secondhand before buying it.  

Notably, Shein has itself 
committed to cleaning up its 
reputation and recently 
released a ‘sustainable’ 
collection which it said 
would be an “affordable 
option for customers seeking 
to make a positive impact 
with their product choices”.  

The e-tailer said the range 
– called EvoluShein – would 
serve as a testing ground for 
“new purpose-driven 
innovations” – however the 
first release featured recycled 
polyester which has been 
used in garments for nearly 
30 years.  

Still, Wallace says: “We 
appreciate any steps fashion 
retailers take towards 
sustainability, but in order 
to be effective, a 
commitment to sustain-
ability must extend across 
every facet of production.” 

“The fashion waste crisis is 
perpetuated by the cycle of 
overproduction and underutil-
isation of cheap, disposable 
clothes. Our hope is that 
brands like Shein begin to 
think critically about overpro-
duction and ultimately 
commit to producing less,”  
she concluded.   n

ThredUp has partnered 
with the likes of Adidas, 
Crocs, Pacsun and 
Madewell over recent 
years, helping them 
establish resale services 
and promote their 
secondhand stock.

continue to overproduce 
garments that are made to 
be underutilised, we’ll keep 
speaking up.” 

Shein’s value is said to be 
in excess of US$100 billion, a 
fortune it’s made by listing 
upwards of 6,000 items per 
day for as little as US$4.  

Wallace tells us she 
understands the draw of 
cheap clothing for consumers 
– particularly amongst 
Shein’s target audience of 
teenagers. That said, she says 
ThredUp is keen to change 
consumer thinking.  

“We never want to shame 
anyone for their choices as 
we know people shop fast 
fashion for lots of reasons: 
budget, convenience, 
newsness, and potentially 
lack of information.  We 
sought to arm consumers 
with the tools and education 
to make informed choices.  

“We’re committed to 
changing the narrative that 
fast fashion is the only 
affordable option – instead, 
showcasing how secondhand 
affords all of the same 
benefits, while being a 
choice you can feel good 
about,” she added. 

The company has been 
buoyed by the consumer 
research it’s undertaken to 
date, which indicates that 
mindsets are shifting 
amongst the masses. 

 
Commitment 
to sustain-
ability must 
extend across 
every facet of 
production   

Erin Wallace, 
ThredUp’s vice 

president of 
integrated marketing

Secondhand clothing 
specialist ThredUp 
says it’s ready to 
speak out against fast 

fashion and overproduction 
after recently encouraging 
shoppers in California to 
boycott a pop-up event held 
by Chinese brand Shein.  

The apparel firm had 
established a temporary 
store in San Francisco as part 
of a travelling series which is 
reported to have showcased 
more than 1,000 styles.  

Despite the fact it went on 
to sell out, ThredUp had 
urged residents to shun 
Shein and even offered a 40 
per cent discount on its site – 
with the code ‘SheOut’ – in a 
bid to promote secondhand 
fashion as an alternative.  

“When we saw that Shein  
launched a pop-up in San 
Francisco, we couldn’t stand 
by and say nothing. We’re 
headquartered in nearby 
Oakland and sustainability is 
an important value in the 
Bay Area,” Erin Wallace, 
ThredUp’s vice president of 
integrated marketing, tells us.  

“Although there are many 
fast fashion retailers, Shein 
is notable for its ultra-fast 
fashion, listing thousands of 
cheap, disposable new styles 
to its site every day. 

“This campaign was a first 
for ThredUp, but as long as 
ultra-fast fashion brands 

Making 
secondhand 
first choice
ThredUp takes a stand 
against fast fashion.

Chris Remington reports.

FAST FASHION
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Fashion companies 
such as H&M, along 
with other organi-
sations, recently 

caused a stir by asking the 
European Commission to 
demand more transparency 
from chemical suppliers 
saying they should reveal all 
the ingredients they use to 
make their products.  

But it may be that the 
textile chemical industry 
was already one step ahead 
after it came up with one 
possible solution much 
quicker than some thought 
was possible. And a solution 
that goes beyond the 
requirements of this open 
letter which focuses only on 
hazardous ingredients. 

The moves from the SCTI 
Group (Sustainable 
Chemicals for the Textile 
Industry), come shortly after 
the open letter to the 
European Commission was 
signed by the NGO Chemsec 
and companies including 
Nudie Jeans, Co-op, H&M and 
others, urging chemical 
suppliers to share the full, 
often proprietary, ingredient 
list of all the chemicals they 
use in formulations – 
including their potentially 
hazardous properties. 

In particular, the open 
letter sent to the European 
authorities called for safety 
data sheets (SDSs) to include 

index will help the industry 
progress beyond current 
regulations and realise  
the EU Chemicals Strategy 
for Sustainability by 
providing textile chemical 
users with a clear rating on a 
substance’s environmental 
and social impact to advance 
decision making.” 

It’s a good concept, and 
perhaps one the textile 
chemical industry should 
have pursued years ago, 
rather than just prioritising 
whether a solution is ‘free of 
a certain potentially 
hazardous substance’. 

“Sustainable chemistry is a 
holistic concept,” notes 
Thomas Schäfer,      
managing director of 
Augsburg-based Bluesign 
Technologies  
GmbH where the work  
will be centred. 

He told Ecotextile News the 
aim was to look at the whole 
lifecycle of a chemical 
product. “Sustainable 
chemicals are fit for       
circular economy, encourage 
the use of sustainable 
feedstocks, improve the 
resource efficiency in 
downstream applications and 
contribute to the longevity of 
consumer products, while 
avoiding inherent properties 
that are harmful to human 
health and the environment,” 
he said. 

The SCTI 
index grades 
formulations  
based on: 

l certain hazardous 
substances 

l suitability for
circularity 

l GHG emissions 
during production 

l ingredients and 
sourcing of raw  
materials 

www.ecotextile.com

Into the deep blue
A new index for chemicals, that will examine the 
environmental profile of formulations down to the 
ingredient level, is being developed by the industry’s top 
chemical companies – and run by Bluesign technologies

By John Mowbray 

information on each 
substance – both classified 
and non-classified – that 
may be present in a 
chemical product at a 
concentration of at least 
0.01 per cent by weight (or 
100 ppm). In other words, 
they called for more 
detailed information on the 
contents of their products 
than they’re required to 
provide under the EU’s 
REACH regulations. 

It’s no secret that many 
chemical companies 
supplying the textile sector 
thought this open letter was 
unnecessary and irritating, 
given that moves by the 
industry to become more 
transparent were already 
quite advanced. 

So, within weeks of the 
open letter being published, 
the SCTI Group, which was 
formed in August 2020, was 
quick to reveal plans to 
rapidly develop a new 
index that aims to reveal 
the environmental 
credentials, as well as social 
impacts, of formulations 
used across the sector as 
early as 2023. 

The coordination and 
development of the  
new SCTI index will be led 
by Bluesign Technologies. 

Daniel Rüfenacht, 
Bluesign’s CEO, noted: “The 
new sustainable chemistry 
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What about an MRSL? 
The SCTI says that the new 
index will not necessarily 
prioritise a manufacturing 
restricted substance list 
(MRSL) over all other 
environmental and safety 
criteria, but there will be a 
base entry level 
requirement for chemicals 
to gain approval. 

Although all criteria have 
yet to be finalised, the SCTI 
says Bluesign system 
partnership and an 
approval to the Bluesign 
system black list are a pre-
requisite for a product to 
meet entry level. These 
criteria also meet – and now 
go beyond – the level of 
simple MRSL thinking. 

But meeting these strict 
limits would be just one 
pillar of the index for a 
chemical to be approved. 

Schäfer explained: “The 
sustainable chemistry index 
will consider the raw 
materials for the chemicals 
where a higher score will be 
given for chemicals made of 
biomass or from recycled 
material and waste. 
Resource saving potential in 
downstream use, such as 
textile finishing, will play a 
significant role for the 
index. And last, but not 
least, we will consider 
parameters that refer to the 
usage phase and end-of-life 
of a textile finished with a 
chemical product.” 

This approach should be 
welcomed by the 
signatories to the ChemSec, 
after all it’s well known that 
taking a more rounded 
approach to saving water 
and energy can result in big 
environmental and cost 
savings when using enzyme 
bleaching and high fixation 
reactive dyes, for example. 

 
Full disclosure? 
One of the problems around 
the disclosure of raw 
material ingredients in a 
chemical product is 
safeguarding the intellectual 
property of chemical 
companies’ formulations.  

But the SCTI confirms  
the new index will require 
this level of detail – and  
full disclosure of raw 
material ingredients  
and concentrations for 
assessed formulations. 

“The concept is currently 
under development, but one 
current dilemma is 
calculating the hazard 
profile of each chemical 
product that will be 
calculated based on detailed 
knowledge of the recipe of 
the chemical product,” noted 
Schäfer who added that 
Bluesign will not only 
confidentially manage the 
sustainable chemistry index 
but will also check the data 
through verification of 
documents and on-site 
audits to substantiate all the 
information it receives. 

Fabian Walda, from the 
Bluesign Academy, added 
that chemical suppliers will 
need to disclose raw material 
ingredients for formulations 
and there will be 100 ppm 
threshold regarding uninten-
tional ingredients. “All 
intentionally added 
ingredients must be declared 
always, independently from a 
concentration threshold 
limit,” he said, which is 
somewhat in-line with the 
recent ChemSec letter request 
to European authorities. 

Ultimately, it remains to be 
seen what scores from the 
index will look like and how 
these scores will be presented. 
SCTI says this concept is still 
under development, but “it 

will be an overall score that’s 
comparable to the ‘AA+’ 
energy consumption rating of 
a consumer product”. 
However, there will be 
transparency given to explain 
the scoring result and 
therefore to better understand 
a certain overall score. 

At the moment, the index 
is still at an internal working 
draft stage with a 
stakeholder engagement 
programme planned where 
companies, NGOs, relevant 
media and industry associ-
ations can provide input on 
a draft version. 

“In the first half of the next 
year the first chemicals shall 
be characterised with the 
sustainable chemistry index,” 
confirmed Bluesign’s Walda. 

The SCTI signatories, 
which include chemical 
firms such as Huntsman, 
Archroma, CHT Group, 
Kyung-In Synthetic 
Corporation (KISCO), Pulcra 
Chemicals, Rudolf Group 
and Tanatex, have agreed 
that Bluesign will have full 
control over the commer-
cialisation, marketing and 
implementation of the 
sustainable chemistry index. 
Member companies of SCTI 
will collaborate in the 
development and 
maintenance of the tool, 
contributing with data and 
resources, including R&D, 
product application and 
product safety. 

Wolfgang Anton 
Schumann, SCTI chairman, 
said: “Through its 
independent position, 
Bluesign has earned the 
industry’s trust to provide 
sustainable chemical 
solutions and impact 
reductions across the  
supply chain for the past 
two decades.”  n

 
It will be an 
overall score 
that’s 
comparable 
to the AA+ 
energy 
consumption 
rating of a 
consumer 
product
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June was not a good 
month for the 
Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition (SAC) and 

the Higg Index suite of tools 
it has developed to monitor 
the social and environ-
mental impacts of the 
fashion industry’s global 
supply chain. 

The SAC found itself 
obliged to suspend the 
global use of sustainability 
data from the Higg Materials 
Sustainability Index (Higg 
MSI) on consumer-facing 
product labels after 
watchdogs declared it illegal 
in Norway. 

This came days after a 
critical article in the New York 
Times accused the SAC of 
“strongly favouring” fossil 
fuel-based synthetic textiles 
over natural fibres. It claimed 
that Higg Index data was 
based on misleading lifecycle 
assessment (LCA) reports 
and on research funded by 
the synthetics industry. 

Amina Razvi, CEO of the 
Sustainable Apparel 
Coalition, and Jeremy 
Lardeau, VP of the  

labels after the Norwegian 
Consumer Authority  
(NCA) concluded that it was 
“likely to be false and 
untruthful” and therefore in 
breach of Norway’s 
Marketing Control Act. 

The case revolved around 
Norwegian apparel brand 
Norrøna’s use of Higg MSI 
data to make claims about an 
organic cotton t-shirt - 
specifically that its 
manufacture used 87 per 
cent less water than a 
comparable product made of 
conventional cotton. 

Norrøna was one of the 
first brands to adopt the Higg 
Index Sustainability Profile 
which was launched last year 
to share Higg MSI data on a 
product’s environmental 
impact with consumers. 

At the heart of the NCA’s 
concerns is the use of 
lifecycle analysis (LCA) 
reports, containing global 
averages for the environ-
mental impact of organic 
cotton compared to conven-
tionally-produced cotton, on 
product labels. 

NCA director Trond 
Rønningen quoted Ecotextile 
News cotton correspondent 
Simon Ferrigno who, in our 
‘Inside Guide to Cotton & 
Sustainability’ report, 
warned: “Global averaging  
is useless with cotton  
and means local reality  
is not addressed.” 

The NCA, which also 
issued a warning to Swedish 
fashion giant H&M, pointed 
out that the reduced water 
use of organic cotton was 

 
We are 
taking a little 
bit of heat at 
the moment 
but we see 
this as an 
opportunity 
to figure out 
how we 
move this 
industry 
forward  

Amina Razvi

www.ecotextile.com

Too much 
pressure?
In an exclusive interview, Amina Razvi, 
CEO of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, 
and Higg Index VP Jeremy Lardeau reflect 
on a troubling time for the fashion 
industry alliance and its mission to 
improve supply chain sustainability

Higg Index, agreed to sit 
down with Ecotextile News 
to explain why they  
regard an amount of 
criticism as expected and, 
indeed, welcome. 

“When you push those 
boundaries I think it’s 
inevitable that you are 
going to get kick back and 
criticism and some of that I 
think is really important to 
enable us to continue to 
evolve our work and to do 
better,” said Razvi.     

“So, yes, we are taking a 
little bit of heat at the 
moment but we see this as 
an opportunity to not only 
engage with both critics, 
stakeholders regulators  
but to also try to figure  
out how we move this 
industry forward.” 

The SAC suspended the 
use of Higg MSI data on 
consumer-facing product 

Simon Glover reports
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simply because it was 
largely grown in areas which 
required little irrigation. 

Lardeau insists that LCAs 
are the “right valid tool” to 
support environmental 
claims: “Yes we’re using a 
global average of organic 
cotton vs conventional 
cotton. It’s not ideal but we 
do not have traceability of 
where most cotton comes 
from,” he said.  

“So, if you want to buy 
lower impact cotton today, 
you need to buy cotton that 
has a chain of custody and 
organic cotton happens to 
have that. So we’re saying 
that if you buy certified 
organic cotton, it comes 
from this sub-set of farmers 
which happens to have  
less irrigation.  

“It’s not an artifact of the 
organic farming method, it’s 
an artifact of where they are. 
But in today’s world, buying 
organic cotton nets you a 

lower average water 
footprint than buying 
conventional cotton which 
can come from anywhere in 
the world.” 

Lardeau stresses that the 
SAC is well aware of the 
need for better data - but 
argues that the existing data 
used by the Higg Index suite 
of tools is the best currently 
available and should be used 
in the meantime. 

“If you have a hamburger 
that’s a higher carbon 
footprint than if you have 
salad. No-one’s going to 
come back and say, well, that 
depends where the cow was 
raised. I think we all say 
alright, that’s good enough 
data,” he said.   

Razvi pointed out that  
the European Union  
also used global average 
data to determine environ-
mental impact in the 
absence of “perfect data” 
which she argued would be 

almost impossible to 
achieve anyway. 

“If you play this out, it 
would that mean every 
single company would need 
to have farm level data and 
traceability for every single 
product? Is that even 
feasible or possible? How 
does that create a level 
playing field for companies 
given how incredibly time-
consuming and cost-
prohibitive it would be? 

“We feel like that’s the 
fundamental question. And 
it seems that Norway and 
the EU are kind of at odds, 
and maybe other consumer 
agencies as well. What’s 
important is getting 
harmonised legislation to 
align those efforts and how 
you communicate and 
substantiate claims to 
consumers to drive more 
informed decision making.” 

However, in giving its 
verdict, the NCA pointed 
out that it followed the 
same policies as the 
European Union and 
expressed the opinion that 
the use of Higg MSI data on 
product labels was likely to 
be illegal across the entire 
single market. 

“We are meeting with the 
NCA in mid August,” 
revealed Razvi. “We’re 
meeting them in person 
because we believe it’s 
important to really 
understand and get more 
clarity and guidance on 
what it is that they are 
suggesting in terms of how 
do you substantiate 
consumer-facing claims.   

“We also think it’s 
important to meet with 
other consumer agencies 
and regulatory buyers in the 
UK and other countries to 
understand how they see 

 
If you have a 
hamburger, 
that’s a 
higher 
carbon 
footprint 
than a salad. 
No-one's 
going to 
come back 
and say that 
depends 
where the 
cow was 
raised  

Jeremy Lardeau

t An example of a Higg 
Sustainability Profile.
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this as well because our 
understanding is that they’re 
approaching it differently.” 

The New York Times article 
- headlined ‘How Fashion 
Giants Recast Plastic as 
Good for the Planet’ - also 
took issue with the use of 
global averages in LCA 
reports but appeared driven 
by a natural fibres vs 
synthetics approach. 

Indeed, it prompted the 
US-based Natural Fibers 
Alliance (NFA), which 
favours the use of fur and 
exotic skins, as well as 
cotton and wool, in fashion, 
to call for an immediate 
suspension of the global use 
of all Higg Index data. 

We asked Razvi and 
Lardeau whether they sensed 
vested interests at work. 

“I think in any industry 
there’s always vested 
interests of some kind in 
some way, shape or form,” 
said Razvi. “What I will say is 
that I think the debate on 
natural vs synthetics is the 
wrong debate to be having, 
quite honestly.  

“We believe it’s a bit of a 
distraction to the bigger 
issues that we’re trying to 
solve. Which is that, 
regardless of synthetic vs 
natural, the material industry 
needs to be focusing on how 
we start to look at decarboni-
sation, how we start to 
reduce the environmental 
impact of all materials.   

“Putting material 
industries against each other 
is, I think, likely the wrong 
direction for the industry as 
a whole to be headed in.” 

Some of the SAC’s critics 
claim that, when it comes to 
synthetic textiles like 
polyester, Higg data does 
not include the extraction 
of fossil fuels in the first 

Greer, a global fellow at the 
Institute for Public and 
Environmental Affairs in 
China, as accusing the SAC 
of being “shrouded in a lot 
of secrecy”. 

Razvi responds: “The first 
thing is that there is a lot out 
there that is already quite 
transparent. On Higg.org 
there’s quite a bit of 
information already around 
the tools, the data, the 
methodology to the extent 
that we can publish it.   

“Obviously some of the 
data is provided by a third 
party database that we’re, 
due to contractual reasons, 
not allowed to share the data. 
So what we do is we try to 
share as much as we possibly 
can in an open and 
transparent way.” 

She also points to her 
recent promise, made when 
the SAC announced the 
suspension of the use of Higg 
data on product labels, to 
bring forward a planned 
independent third party 
expert review of the Higg 
MSI data and methodology. 

www.ecotextile.com

place, or microplastic 
pollution from garment use 
and laundry. 

Lardeau refutes this: “So 
there’s two issues. Does it 
include extraction of fossil 
fuels? Absolutely it does. 
That’s precisely why the 
lifecycle assessment 
methodology was built, from 
cradle to grave,” he said.   

“The other one is 
microfibre shedding. 
Absolutely that’s an issue, 
we recognise it’s an issue. 
The reality is that LCAs are 
really good at measuring 
some environmental 
impacts, but not others. 

“Fibre shedding is an 
ongoing piece of work. 
There’s research going into 
it, there’s papers being 
published about it, the 
Microfibre Consortium is 
working on it. We’re 
keeping really close tabs on 
all of that. And we will 
include it as soon as we 
have an LCA methodology 
that is validated.” 

The New York Times 
article also quotes Linda 

 
If you play 
this out, 
would every 
company 
need 
traceability 
for every 
product? Is 
that even 
feasible or 
possible?   

Amina Razvi

 
I think in any 
industry 
there’s 
always vested 
interests of 
some kind  

Amina Razvi
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Pledging that the results of 
this would be made public, 
she added: “We’re in the 
process of reviewing 
independent stakeholders 
and experts who can be part 
of a panel that would be 
conducted over the next 
couple of months.” 

The Higg MSI relies on US 
company Sphera’s GaBi 
lifecycle assessment 
software which Lardeau 
describes as the “best in class 
LCA database”, supple-
mented by data submitted 
by manufacturers. 

“That process is managed 
by Higg and SAC but there’s 
an independent MSI 
gatekeeper who reviews 
each submission for 
alignment with the data 
quality criterion and the 
methodology alignment,”  
he said.   

Razvi adds: “We believe 
the current data we have is 
absolutely the best on the 
market and, while there’s 
room for that data to 
continue to evolve and 
improve, we believe it’s 
important for both 
businesses and consumers 
to start leveraging data to 
make better and more 
informed decisions.   

“We’ve got eight years left 
to deal with the most 
immediate and urgent issues 
with regards to climate 
change. And to do that we 
need to start somewhere.” 

Norrøna, for its part, has 
pledged to abide by the law 
in Norway but insists it 
believes that consumers 
have the right to know 
about the environmental 
impacts of their purchases. 

“To our knowledge, the 
Higg index is the leading 
tool provider to help 
measure the overall social 

and environmental impact 
of our industry based on the 
best available information,” 
it said in a statement. 

“We have not found any 
perfect tools and recognise 
we are in the beginning of a 
long journey that requires 
consent improvement. 
Norrøna is interested in 
using and communicating 
the best possible 
information and invites 
anyone with a better 
solution to help us.” 

Norrøna has also pledged 
to donate money to Textile 
Exchange to address 
concerns on data accuracy 
with the goal of improving 
life cycle assessments 
through performing regional 
comparisons and adding 
additional impacts. 

Sweden’s H&M, which has 
also been warned to stop 
using Higg MSI data for 
products, also reiterated its 

support for the SAC - of 
which it is a member - and 
its journey to help share 
verified environmental 
impact data related to 
products with customers. 

“That said we believe  
that this is a starting point 
for the industry not the  
end destination,” it added  
in a statement. 

Textile Exchange 
confirmed it was working 
on a project to improve 
impact data in the industry, 
as part of its Climate+ 2030 
strategy to reduce by 45 per 
cent greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions from producing 
fibres and raw materials by 
the end of the decade. 

“Our approach looks to fill 
in the missing gaps in Life 
Cycle Assessment (LCA) data, 
but it doesn’t stop there,” the 
global non-profit told us.  

“We are also investing in 
building a Life Cycle 
Inventory data library as 
well as in identifying 
additional approaches to 
address important impact 
areas currently not covered 
by LCA methodology. 

“We are pleased that 
Norrøna has stepped up to 
support this work, and we 
hope it signals an increase 
in industry awareness and 
participation in the 
fundamental role that 
investment in better impact 
data serves in reaching our 
collective climate targets.  

“We welcome others to do 
the same, as we would like 
to see widespread and active 
industry engagement as we 
work to make the necessary 
improvements on the 
underlying data to assess the 
impact of materials. We will 
be sharing a further update 
on our work in this area 
later in the year.”  n

 
The reality is 
that LCAs are 
really good 
at measuring 
some 
environ-
mental 
impacts, but 
not others   

Jeremy Lardeau

t Norrona organic 
cotton t-shirt.
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It’s difficult to get a man to 
understand something, when 
his salary depends upon his 
not understanding it
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direct critic of the Made-By environ-
mental benchmark, where wool fibre 
scored poorly. It’s similar today, 
although the wool sector has chosen 
to take a more indirect route to Higg 
criticism, through its direct funding 
of the Make the Label Count 
campaign and the Eco-Age PR 
consultancy, which itself works with 
third-party vocal Higg critics. 

That’s why a round-table format 
could be a way forward for the whole 
sector, rather than individual, media 
centric campaigns that often conflate 
issues. And, let’s face it, there’s a lot of 
self-interest right across our industry. 
The early 20th Century US politician 
Upton Sinclair once noted it was, 
“difficult to get a man to understand 
something when his salary depends 
upon his not understanding it”. This is 
so appropriate to the controversy 
around Higg MSI scores – on all sides 
of the debate. 

Running a round-table to air 
different perspectives on the problem 
may help with this, but there are four 
things that must be remembered 
when entering negotiations to get a 
any consensus on the Higg MSI: 
n separate the people from  

the problem 
n focus on the interests rather  

than the positions 
n generate a variety of options 

before settling on an agreement 
n insist that the agreement be based 

on objective criteria 
This approach influenced the round-
table consensus-based movement in 
the early 1990s, that was adopted by 
politicians and environmental NGOs 
following the publication of the 
famous Bruntland Report by the UN. 

It should be remembered, however, 
that a final consensus does not always 
mean a 100 per cent agreement on all 
matters, but it has been successfully 
used in the past to unblock logjams and 
inform political decision makers to 
bring policy more in line with an 
industry-wide consensus. 

It’s well worth considering – and 
Ecotextile News would be happy to 
play a part.  n

companies who cannot afford it. 
The SAC now plans another review 

of Higg following one done by the 
Bren School of Environmental Science 
& Management at the University of 
California – a balanced critique that 
offered constructive criticism. Yet here 
we still are. Not an industry divided on 
the Higg MSI, but one where a 
government consumer agency has 
raised legitimate concerns – with 
other agencies now also taking notice.   

These are the same concerns that 
Ecotextile News has voiced over the 
years, in particular the use of industry 
average data, which is not good 
enough to use on product claims – 
especially if most of that data comes 
from the best industry performers, 
rather than those at the bottom end of 
the supplier spectrum. See our feature 
about data use on page: 42, some of 
which we raised as far back as 2009 
when the now defunct Made-By 
organisation developed its own eco-
impact calculator. 

Interestingly, back then, the wool 
industry was perhaps the most vocal, 

With the Sustainable 
Apparel Coalition 
suspending the use of 
sustainability data 

from the Higg Materials Sustainability 
Index (Higg MSI) on product labels, 
an independent council or even an 
independent inquiry to develop a 
consensus may resolve this impasse. 

Such a solution may cost a couple of 
million dollars to establish and run, but 
it could be worth a lot more to our 
industry in terms of time, dollars and of 
course, real environmental progress. 

But first there would need to be 
agreements on who should populate 
such a council. Who has the 
credibility and true independence to 
‘chair’ a round-table or inquiry? How 
long would it take to reach 
consensus? And could it all be a huge 
distraction anyway? 

In terms of time, it’s unlikely that an 
inquiry would take any longer, or cost 
any more, than undertaking life-cycle 
analyses (LCA) for every single 
product to make environmental 
claims – which is the (not so) logical 
conclusion that some Higg critics now 
demand. The problem here is that 
LCA data is not in ‘real time’, which is 
required for apparel sourcing. An LCA 
is also too complex for some product 
lines – and would mean decades of 
work at a huge expense for many 

What 
happened to 
consensus?

Is it time for an independent inquiry into the Higg MSI 
that’s made up of a council that includes textile  
veterans, scientists, NGOs, government agencies,  
industry associations, and brands and retailers?

OPINION
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Module (BRM) data 
indicated that brands and 
retailers had so far made 
more progress on resource 
stewardship, respectful and 
secure work environments 
and smart material choices, 
than on better wage systems 
and circular systems, but 
more action was needed 
across all five. 

Higg CEO Jason Kibbey 
commented: “Higg is 
honoured to have been 
selected as GFA’s data 
partner. We look forward to 
helping close the 
information gaps that exist 
today to bring businesses the 
data necessary to make 
critical interventions and 
reduce impact.” 

Lewis Perkins, president of 
the Apparel Impact Institute 
(Aii), said: “It is only with 
greater transparency and an 
eye towards the tremendous 
gaps we must fill rapidly in 
the coming years that our 
industry will successfully 
make the changes that are 
imperative today.” 

Laura Balmond, Make 
Fashion Circular lead at the 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
added: “GFA brings together 
key industry actors to 
address challenges and create 
real change, which is why 
we’re delighted to share our 
vision of a circular economy 
for fashion in the latest GFA 
Monitor report.” 

FLA president and CEO 
Sharon Waxman noted: “The 
GFA Monitor showcases 
what is achievable when 
fashion companies are 
committed to sustainability.” 

And Ashley Gill, senior 
director, Textile Exchange, 
added: “The GFA Monitor 
will provide essential 
guidance to changemakers 
in the industry’s journey.”  n

Additional stakeholders 
include ACT, Alliance for 
Water Stewardship, 
Better Work, Business for 
Social Responsibility 
(BSR), Fair Wear 
Foundation, Fashion For 
Good, Fashion 
Revolution, Global Living 
Wage Coalition (GLWC), 
PEFC, Policy Hub, Reverse 
Resources, The Industry 
We Want (TIWW), The 
Microfibre Consortium, 
WWF and ZDHC.

Ralph Lauren, TAL Apparel, 
Target and Zalando. 

Global Fashion Agenda says 
it hopes the GFA Monitor will 
serve as a cohesive resource 
of expert insights on the 
status of the industry, 
available solutions, actions to 
take and best practices. 

CEO Federica Marchionni 
said: “With such an array of 
information circulating 
about sustainability, it can 
be challenging for leaders  
to identify which actions 
will lead them on the path  
to progress. 

“The solutions and tools 
that the fashion industry 
needs to improve already 
exist. It’s time to use them 
ambitiously. I hope this 
report can be a companion 
for the industry on its 
journey to reach a net 
positive industry by 2050.” 

Through its newly formed 
partnership with data 
partner Higg, GFA aims to 
establish a measurement 
baseline to improve the 
availability, reliability and 
consistency of data to 
measure annual progress. 

Higg Brand & Retail 

The Global Fashion 
Agenda linked up 
with more than 30 
industry bodies – 

including some of the 
biggest names in the 
business – for its new GFA 
Monitor initiative to assess 
progress and set targets in 
key areas. 

Created with input from the 
likes of the Apparel Impact 
Institute, Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, Fair Labor 
Association, Social & Labor 
Convergence Program, and 
Textile Exchange, it uses data 
from another partner, Higg. 

It focuses on respectful 
and secure work 
environments, better wage 
systems, circularity, resource 
stewardship, and smart 
material choices – the five 
priorities of another  
GFA project, the Fashion 
CEO Agenda. 

Leading brands, retailers 
and manufacturers acted as 
a sounding board for the 
initiative, including Allbirds, 
ASOS, Bestseller, Crystal 
International, Erdos Group, 
Everlane, Ganni, H&M, 
Kering, Nike, PVH Corp, 

GFA MONITOR

Monitoring progress
A new initiative launched at the Global 
Fashion Summit, formerly known as the 
Copenhagen Fashion Summit, aims to guide 
fashion leaders towards a net positive industry

Simon Glover reports.

Data from 
more than 
200 brands 
and retailers 
revealed: 

l 82 per cent assessed 
human rights risks 

l 64 per cent provided 
favourable financial 
terms to suppliers 

l 92 per cent were 
improving energy and 
fuel use; 52 per cent 
were measuring  
water use 

l 65 per cent measured 
the impacts of the 
materials they used 

l 39 per cent were 
working to extend 
product life and 
promote reuse and 
recycling
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The Xinjiang Police 
Files attracted 
global attention 
when Adrian Zenz, a 

senior fellow at the Victims 
of Communism Memorial 
Foundation, shared them 
with 14 major news organi-
sations earlier this year. 

The result of a hacking 
attack on police computers 
in China, public security 
systems and even computers 
in detention camps, they 
shed new light on the 

s The images in this 
feature show internment 
camp police security drills 
at the Tekes County 
Detention Center from 
2018, taken by the 
detention center photog-
rapher. It is assumed that 
these are drills and not 
actual escape attempts.

15 to 73, from 2018. 
These range from incrimi-

nating documents and 
speeches by senior party 
officials, to photographs 
showing the apparently 
traumatised faces of 
detainees and images from 
security drills in which 
armed guards crack down on 
prisoner unrest. 

Zenz argues that this huge 
haul illustrates the extent of 
the persecution and mass 
detentions of Uyghur 
Muslims, and other ethnic 
minorities, in Xinjiang which 
is China’s cotton hub, 
supplying more than a fifth 
of global demand. 

The cotton industry will be 
the focus of his next 
research. Although he says 
it’s too early to go into 
details, it will focus on the 
use of forced labour. Zenz 
hopes to submit his findings 
to a peer-reviewed journal 
around September. 

The Xinjiang Police Files 

 
I think the 
Xinjiang 
Police Files 
really moved 
the needle, 
especially  
in Europe

www.ecotextile.com

Shining a light
Adrian Zenz, an expert on human rights 
abuses in the Xinjiang region of China 
has made headlines around the world 
since he last spoke to Ecotextile News.  
Now, he’s turning his attention to cotton. 

Simon Glover reports

situation in the western 
Chinese region where more 
than a million Uyghur 
Muslims have allegedly 
been incarcerated and – in 
many cases – subjected to 
forced labour. 

Containing thousands of 
pictures and confidential 
documents from two 
Xinjiang counties, 
Konasheher and Tekes, they 
include the internment 
details of more than 20,000 
Uyghur Muslims, aged from 
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include details of policing at 
the camps, making it clear 
that the watchtowers contain 
machine gun posts and 
sniper rifles, and they 
confirm a ‘shoot-to-kill’ 
policy – issued by Chen 
Quanguo, the then Chinese 
Communist Party Committee 
Secretary for the region – for 
anyone trying to escape. 

Zenz shared the haul with 
the International 
Consortium of Investigative 
Journalists which described 
it as “irrefutable evidence of 
the highly militarised nature 
of the camps and a stark 
contrast with ... government-
organised press tours”. 

For its part, China has 
dubbed the allegations as 
the “lies of the century” and 
continues to insist that its 
‘vocational training centres’ 
in Xinjiang are designed to 
alleviate poverty and de-
radicalise extremists. 

However, in a new 
exclusive interview, Zenz 
told Ecotextile News that the 
evidence now mounting up 
against China meant that 
most international observers 
no longer believed the 
official line from Beijing. 

“I think the Xinjiang 
police files really moved the 
needle, especially in Europe, 
where there still was quite a 
bit of talk about ‘allegations’ 
and ‘limited evidence’. This 
makes a huge contribution 
in terms of understanding 
that this was proven, and 
also the scale of the 
atrocity,” he said.  

“We have evidence 
indicating the internment of 
more than 12 per cent of the 
population in one Uyghur 
county and then, of course, 
there are the images. So the 
resulting political impact has 
been incredible.” 

Zenz says the documents 
make it “surprisingly easy” 
to refute Beijing’s claim that 
the vocational training 
camps are intended to 
alleviate poverty, and 
thereby extremism. 

“They are starting to 
believe their own 
propaganda, greatly 
exaggerating the threat 
potential. And so you have 
what initially were re-
education facilities, 
becoming more and more 
highly secured with heavily 
armed police,” he said.  

“This paranoia expanded 
the perception of danger 
and terrorism to a huge 
amount of normal citizens, 
who have never done 
anything violent and who 
were merely considered to 
be potentially infected, and 
so preventatively you treat 
them like terrorists.   

“And you can apply this 
also to forced labour. Just 
like paranoia probably drove 
up the scale of internments 
beyond what they initially 
planned, there’s now 

paranoia to transfer not only 
camp detainees into work 
placements but also those 
who never were interned.”   

Zenz says the best 
response to human rights 
concerns in Xinjiang is 
through legislation such as 
the Uyghur Forced Labour 
Prevention Act (UFLPA), 
which bans imports from 
the region on the 
presumption they were 
made with forced labour, 
which came into effect in 
the US in June. 

US restrictions on imports 
from Xinjiang have seen 
sales of the region’s cotton 
plummet by around 40 per 
cent, year-on-year, while 
some 3.3 million metric tons 
were stockpiled at the end of 
May, 50 per cent more than a 
year earlier. 

The European Union is 
poised to introduce its own 
legislation to ban imports 
made with forced labour and 
is being urged by the 
European Parliament’s 
influential Trade Committee 
to base this on the US model. 

Describing such moves as 
“extremely significant”, Zenz 
says Chinese president Xi 
Jinping’s new anti-poverty 
policy – requiring every 
able-bodied adult to be in 
work – facilitates forced 
labour and makes the 
auditing of firms in 
Xinijiang even less feasible 
than in the past. 

Zenz says this has led to a 
situation where an army of 
400,000 officials is 
monitoring the incomes of 
12 million households in 
Xinjiang, and then specif-
ically targeting 774,000 
households through an 
‘early warning’ programme. 

“And so the intensity of 
the system has increased,”  
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s The oldest detainee 
Anihan Hamit, 73 
 
t The youngest 
detainee Rahile  
Omer, 15.
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he explains. “All of this 
provides additional 
argument that an import 
ban or rebuttal presumption, 
like the Uyghur Forced 
Labour Prevention Act, is 
the only effective means to 
tackle the situation.” 

However, he concedes that 
even this is limited. This was 
illustrated by a study last 
year by Laura Murphy of 
Sheffield Hallam University 
which suggested that 
Xinjiang cotton was 
increasingly being exported 
to intermediary countries, 
such as Vietnam, to conceal 
its origin before making its 
way into the garments of 
major global brands. 

Zenz raised the same point 
in his 2020 study on forced 
labour, and other human 
rights abuses, in the Xinjiang 
region for the Jamestown 
Foundation, a Washington 
DC-based conservative 
defence policy think tank. 

“So conceptually, an 
import ban is the right and 
only effective tool. 
Practically, it’s a different 
story so we do need to 
separate that. The 
implementation of UFLPA 
requires that the US closes 
the loopholes that the 
Chinese are going to 
exploit,” he said. 

One suggestion has been 
that cutting edge 
technologies – such as DNA 
traceability and isotopic 
testing (see page: 38) – could 
be used to determine the 
presence of cotton from 
Xinjiang in garments 
produced by global brands. 

Conversely, the same 
means could potentially be 
used by brands and retailers 
to prove that their products 
contain no Xinjiang cotton 
and, therefore, should not be 

impounded by US border 
officials for being in breach 
of UFLPA. 

The US Department of 
Homeland Securities (DHS) 
implementation strategy for 
UFLPA reveals that the US 
Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) is assessing 
these new technologies to 
identify and trace goods 
made with forced labour. 

Zenz agrees that this could 
represent the way forward. 
“It’s very interesting 
doubtlessly, it’s probably in 
its infancy to some extent. 
But I would say the use of 
this technology to actually 
try to document traces of 
Xinjiang cotton or other 
products is going to become 
the new focus,” he said. 

“The quality of these 
findings depends on the 
quality of the samples you get 
from Xinjiang and access is 
obviously a problem. I guess 
you probably need to have 
some sort of independent 
verification of the reliability 
of these findings. 

“My research feeds into 
the need for this kind of 
legislation [such as UFLPA]. 
And once this legislation has 

been passed and 
implemented, then I think 
the use of this advanced 
technology and supply chain 
monitoring becomes 
essential. So I think that is 
the future.”   

While cheap – maybe 
even free – labour in 
Xinjiang might have played 
an important role in China 
gaining dominance in some 
markets, such as textiles, 
Zenz argues that this is 
almost a secondary issue  
for Beijing. 

“We are going to see an 
increase in coerced labour 
and I think a lot of that is in 
the textile industry. They 
were aiming to have one 
million persons employed in 
textile and garments, at least 
650,000 of them from 
southern Xinjiang, and I 
believe they are exceeding 
their target,” he said. 

“But under Xi Jinping,  
I think the primary goals are 
political, the economic  
feeds into the political. 
Economic factors make these 
heavily policed and pacified 
regions sustainable but the 
final goals are always,  
I believe, political.” n
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We are going 
to see an 
increase in 
coerced 
labour and  
I think a lot 
of that is in 
the textile 
industry

 
I think the 
primary 
goals are 
political, the 
economic 
feeds into 
the political

HUMAN RIGHTS
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Danone, Zara and Lulumelon 
to use microbes to convert 
captured carbon emissions 
from industrial processes 
into polymer precursors – 
ethanol and MEG – for 
manufacturing textiles, 
footwear and packaging. 
 
WhiteCycle 
Meanwhile, moves are also 
afoot in Europe to address 
the issue of turning 
synthetic textile waste into 
new high-value goods 
through the launch of 
‘WhiteCycle’ – a consortium 
of 16 public and private 
European organisations. 

Coordinated by tyre giant 
Michelin, the consortium 
also includes Zara owner 
Inditex with the main goal 
to develop new circular 
solutions to convert 
complex textile waste  
from polyester, nylon and 
other synthetic polymers 
into products with ‘high 
added value’. 

“WhiteCycle envisions 
that by 2030 the uptake and 
deployment of its circular 
solution will lead to the 
annual recycling of more 
than two million tons of the 
third most widely used 
plastic in the world, PET,” 
said a release from the EU. 
“This project should prevent 
landfilling or incineration of 
more than 1.8 million tons 
of that plastic each year. 
Also, it should enable 
reduction of CO2 emissions 
by around two million tons.” 

It’s hoped that complex 
waste containing textile 
(PET) from end-of-life tyres, 
hoses and multilayer clothes 
(such as outdoor shells) are 
currently difficult to recycle, 
but could soon become 
recyclable thanks to the 
project outcomes.  n

Fossil inputs are still 
necessary, but manufac-
turers can replace part of it 
with waste CO2, potentially 
saving on both raw material 
costs and greenhouse  
gas emissions.  

Unlike thermochemical 
synthesis of polymers, these 
are biological pathways that 
take place at ambient 
temperatures and pressures, 
so are less energy-intensive 
and costly at scale.  

Notably, the California-
based start-up Newlight will 
offer a direct biological route 
to polymers, where its 
microbe turns captured CO2, 
air, and methane into 
polyhydroxybutyrate (PHB), 
an enzymatically degradable 
biopolymer that has 
previously been trialled on 
textiles due to its polyester-
like qualities. 

Currently, the scale of CO2-
based polymer manufac-
turing is still minor 
compared to the incumbent 
petrochemical route, but 
there are already successful 
commercial examples. One 
of the largest volumes 
available is from Asahi Kasei 
in Taiwan. More recently, the 
US-based LanzaTech has 
established partnerships 
with Unilever, L’Oréal, On, 

According to a 
recent OECD 
study, the world 
produced 460 

million tonnes (Mt) of 
plastics in 2019 and 
consumption will continue 
to rise despite an expected 
increase in recycling 
technologies deployment. 

As we know, this is a 
major bone of contention in 
the textile industry, which 
uses vast amounts of 
petroleum-derived synthetic 
fibres such as polyester that 
in turn generates similar 
amounts of CO2 during  
its production. 

The good news is that new 
work on lower-carbon, 
degradable polymers using 
CO2 emissions as the 
feedstock, continues to 
gather pace. 

This is according to market 
research company IDTechEx, 
which notes that companies 
such as Econic, Covestro, 
and Aramco Performance 
Materials have developed 
novel catalysts to facilitate 
CO2-based polyol manufac-
turing. This type of 
chemistry is used primarily 
in polyurethanes but can be 
used for manufacturing 
synthetic textile fibres such 
as elastane (spandex). 

POLYMERS AND RECYCLING

Can plastic ever 
be fantastic?
New techniques to make polymers from 
waste CO2 and a new EU project that aims 
to convert complex synthetic textile waste 
into high added-value products suggests 
plastic may indeed become fantastic.

l Innovative sorting 
technologies, to 
enable significant 
increase of the PET 
plastic content of 
complex waste streams. 

l A pre-treatment for 
recovered PET plastic 
content, followed by a 
breakthrough recycling 
enzyme-based process 
to decompose it into 
pure monomers. 

l Repolymerisation of 
the recycled monomers. 

l Fabrication and quality 
verification of the new 
recycled products. 
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In a quiet corner of rural 
North Yorkshire, 
scientists at Agroisolab 
UK are working on 

technology which they 
believe has the potential to be 
a game changer in terms of 
tackling the textiles industry’s 
traceability problem. 

Whether or not fibres are 
what they’re claimed to be 
has become a giant-sized 
headache for brands and 
retailers anxious to keep 
risks like forced labour and 
fraudulent ‘organic’ cotton 
out of their supply chains. 

Roger Young, CEO of 
Agroisolab UK, is convinced 
his company can help. But 
he is also keen to stress that 
its speciality - isotope 
analysis - can only be part of 
the solution. 

“We are a piece of the 
jigsaw that works,” he 
explains. “We might be a 
really important part of the 
puzzle but the picture has to 
come from the whole jigsaw, 
and that’s not just us.” 

Stable isotope ratio 
analysis (SIRA) works by 
testing the chemical 
composition of a substance 
via mass spectrometry. 
Regional variations in SIRA 
signatures can be found in 
almost every living thing –  

s Roger Young  
CEO, Agroisolab UK

t Dr Markus Boner (left) 
and visitors from China. 

came onto the home market 
was what it  
claimed to be. Agroisolab 
invested £35,000 on a 
database of British samples 
to test against. 

“We changed the pig 
industry, the bad players 
were exposed and the gamble 
paid off. We realised that we 
could do the same for any 
market where there is the 
opportunity to substitute a 
cheap product for a more 
expensive one,” he said. 

Interest in SIRA increased 
following the 2013 ‘Horsegate’ 
scandal, in which meat 
products advertised as beef 
were found to contain horse 
meat, and the 2016 Welspun 
scandal in which cotton 
products labelled as pure 
Egyptian cotton turned out to 
be mixed with inferior fibres. 

Agroisolab came to realise 
its technology could help 
unravel the textiles 
industry’s murky supply 
chains, despite the 
challenges presented by the 
‘co-mingling’ of cotton, the 
blending of fibres from 
different regions. 

Earlier this year, the 

 
We’re the 
sniffer dog 
that says 
something is 
wrong and 
further 
investigation 
is needed 

www.ecotextile.com

Testing times
Hopes have been expressed that cutting 
edge technologies – such as isotope analysis 
– can help fashion solve its traceability 
problem. We talk to one company at the 
forefront of this pioneering work.

Simon Glover reports

including food, timber, 
cotton, even human hair.  

This means it can be used 
to determine the probable 
sourcing location of those 
things – so long as scientists 
have a wide enough 
database of samples to 
compare them against. 
Importantly, and more 
easily, it can highlight 
where something does not 
appear to come from. 

Young first saw its 
potential while working in 
the pig industry where a 
disjoint in price between 
UK-grown and imported 
pork meant not all of what 
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company’s German arm hit 
the headlines when it was 
commissioned to help an 
investigation by the native 
public broadcaster NDR into 
the presence of cotton from 
Xinjiang – where it is 
associated with forced 
labour risks – in the 
garments of brands which 
had publicly distanced 
themselves from the 
Chinese region. 

Researchers at Agroisolab 
Germany, led by Dr Markus 
Boner, carried out isotope 
analysis which managed to 
identify Xinjiang cotton in 
Puma and Adidas T-shirts, as 
well as shirts by Hugo Boss. 

“The isotopic fingerprints in 
the cotton are unambiguous 
and can be differentiated 
from cotton sourced from 
other countries and even 
other Chinese regions,” Dr 
Boner told journalists. 

This sounded like an 
answer to the industry’s 
traceability problems. 
However, Young is careful to 
qualify this with some 
perspective: “It’s important 
to know what you can and 
can’t do,” he explains. 

“We can only say ‘this is 
like that’ or ‘this is not like 
that’. We’re the sniffer dog 
that says something is 
wrong and further investi-
gation is needed. Usually 
people don’t get prosecuted 
or thrown off contracts 
without further corrobo-
rating evidence.” 

Isotope testing, along with 
DNA, was recently identified 
by the US Department of 
Homeland Securities (DHS) 
among new technologies 
which could potentially be 
used by fashion companies 
to avoid falling foul of the 
new Uyghur Forced Labor 
Prevention Act. 

However, first these 
methods must be proven. 
Chief among the challenges 
will be to build a sufficient 
database of cotton reference 
samples from Xinjiang, and 
other regions, against which 
to compare tests.  

After all, what incentive is 
there for China to allow 
access to collect samples  
of cotton from Xinjiang 
when they could be used to 
ban its products from 
overseas markets? 

“There’s an order of 
action,” Young says. “The 
first question is, who cares? 
In this case, that’s the US 
government. The next 
question is who’s going to 
pay? The third point is how 
easy is it going to be to build 
the database?  

“Our technology works 
providing we have got 
clarity of what we’re testing 
and what question is being 
asked. These are important 
considerations, especially if 
getting the valid reference 
samples in the first place  
is a difficult task. There’s no 
easy solution.” 

However, serious players, 
including global brands, 
manufacturers and industry 
organisations, such as the 
Better Cotton initiative, are 
aware of these technologies 
and have incentives to help 
build such databases. 

Agroisolab is among a 
number of organisations 

working with Better Cotton 
on its project, previously 
reported in Ecotextile News, 
to develop physical farm-to-
garment traceability of 
cotton to supplement its 
‘mass balance’ method. 

Organic cotton fraud, 
another issue recently 
highlighted in these pages, is 
another area where Young 
says isotope analysis could 
play a part, although he is 
quick to point out that this is 
more complicated than 
identifying a geographical 
sourcing location. 

But he adds: “Within a 
scheme that has a specific 
set of requirements, such as 
using no artificial fertilisers, 
and where we have some 
reference samples of what 
true organic looks like, then, 
yes, we can say whether a 
sample is organic or not.” 

It’s clear that building a 
database of samples is the 
key to SIRA becoming, as 
Young puts it, an “important 
tool in the armoury”. 
Collection of samples would 
need to be verified and  
they would need to be  
held independently. 

This would not come 
cheap. It can cost US$350 to 
analyse each sample of just 
40-50 grams of cotton, and 
that does not include the 
cost of collecting them from 
farms. However, the fashion 
industry’s global value runs 
into trillions of dollars. 

“We’ve done it in food, 
we’ve done it in timber, and 
it works,” concludes Young. 
“My view is that it can be 
done for cotton but there 
can be no doubts about how 
hard it’s going to be. If 
someone comes forward to 
set up that organisation and 
makes sure it’s independent, 
then it’ll work.”  n

This bans imports into the 
US from Xinjiang on the 
assumption they were 
made with forced labour, 
unless the importer can 
prove otherwise

s Isoscape showing 
US regional variations 
in human hair

 
My view is 
that it can be 
done for 
cotton but 
there can be 
no doubts 
about how 
hard it’s 
going to be
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 In the wake of the suspension by the SAC on using Higg Index 
scores on consumer products, Phil Patterson argues that while 

average scores don’t work – the differences in data accuracy, data 
precision and data resolution are not being recognised by critics 

With the recent 
suspension of the SAC 
Higg materials scoring 
index, data – and 

specifically credibility of data – has 
never been more of a topic of conver-
sation, debate and argument. 

Whilst there is now a clamour for 
independent, in-depth, uniform, 
peer-reviewed life cycle analyses for 
all textile products and processes, I 
want to put you through a small 
thought experiment to show how 
flawed that approach may be and 
how it could actually take us back full 
circle to the Higg problem. That is, the 
problem of targeted, in-depth studies 
generating data that is purportedly 

representative of the industry, that’s 
actually an outlier, a single point in 
space and painting a much rosier 
picture of life than reality. 

And before we start the imaginary 
experiment, take a large dose of 
reality and accept that full life cycle 
assessments can be very good, but 
are very time consuming, very 
expensive and, from a purely 
practical perspective, we’ll not be 
able to get enough done, soon 
enough, to achieve much at all.  

So, imagine you are sent to an 
island to establish the average height 
of its inhabitants.  

When you arrive you see that there 
is a very high glass wall that divides 

the island in two and there are 50 
people on each side of the divide. 

On the right hand side of the wall 
all the inhabitants are identical in 
height. There is a certified, calibrated 
measuring device and fully audited 
records of every inhabitant’s height 
for the past 15 years. The records, and 
the measurements you take on your 
visit, show that every person is 
exactly 6 feet (182.88 cm) tall. 

On the left side of the island there 
are no records and there is no 
measuring equipment but you are 
allowed to visit and experience life 
with them and make educated 
estimates on how tall they are. 

You line them up and see they are 
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all of a very similar height, but they 
are all significantly smaller than the 
inhabitants on the right side of the 
island. By getting some of the left 
siders to stand against the glass wall 
and asking some of the right siders to 
do the same you estimate that they 
are approximately two thirds of the 
height of the right siders. 

What is the average height of  
an islander? 

I would say that the average height 
of an islander was around 5 feet tall. 

The nub of the argument is 
whether you believe the concrete 
evidence from the right side of the 
island is improved or weakened by 
the estimates from the left hand side? 

And your view on this will depend 
on what you want to use the results 
for, how they are going to be 
presented and who they are going to 
be presented to. 

If for example, you wanted to make 
items of clothing for all the 
inhabitants, the average result would 
be useless, the garments would be 
too big for the left siders and too 
small for the right siders. But if you 
were simply using the data for 
inclusion in a worldwide height 
survey, I would venture to suggest 
that the total island result would 
make far more sense. 

In terms of accuracy, the estimate 
for the entire island is quite 
obviously less accurate than the 
measured results for the right side 
alone – but including the estimates 

from the left hand side gives a far 
more accurate, representative result 
of the overall picture. 

So what is the relevance of all this 
to textiles and the Higg issue?  

Well, you tend to get good accurate 
data from in-depth scientific studies 
done in controlled environments, 
from the upper echelons of the 
quality spectrum, and from field 
studies carried out on specific areas 
of the industry, in specific 
geographical regions. 

The data from the wider industry, 
and especially the lower end of the 
industry, is unreliable or unavailable. 

Does that mean we should ignore 
the parts of the industry that can’t 
provide decent data?  

You wouldn’t choose to work with 
these companies in terms of their 

ability or reliability but, on the basis 
that this is the part of the textile 
industry that needs improving most, 
it is absolutely essential that the 
poor performance at the ‘bottom 
end’ of our industry isn’t ignored 
and, in order to get the most 
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What is accuracy,  
precision and resolution? 
The word accuracy is often thrown around too easily, but accuracy, precision and resolution 
are three different terms that must be clearly understood. 
Accuracy is a measure of how close the data is to the true result whereas precision is the 
repeatability of a measurement. Thus, you could have a set of weighing scales that gives the 
wrong answer – but exactly the same wrong answer – each time you weigh the same 
object. Another set of scales could vary from measurement to measurement but provide 
readings that are closer to the true weight of the object and these scales would be more 
accurate with lower precision. 
Then there is ‘resolution’ which is related to how readings are displayed and it is why 
people tend to believe inaccurate digital displays with a lot of numbers after a decimal 
point over accurate analogue devices with a needle and a gauge. 

 
Anything to do 
with sustainability 
is notoriously 
skewed – and 
always in the same, 
rosier direction!
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have the data verified by NASA it can’t 
be included in a scoring system. 

Good data is better than estimated 
data. No debate. Working to an 
agreed framework in terms of scope 
and chosen parameters is essential – 
but data that is representative of the 
wider industry is vital if we are going 
to prioritise overall accuracy – which 
then allows us to take appropriate 
action to improve things. 

I’m very much of the opinion that 
we probably have to accept some 
imperfect data in our quest for an 
accurate picture of the overall truth, 
but we should also be very careful 
what average data is used for. 

Some of the criticism and insinu-
ations directed at SAC have been 
abhorrent, but where I do agree with 
those that have gleefully forced the 
suspension of the MSI as a marketing 
tool, is that the use of average scores, 
even if they were perfectly accurate, 
should not be permitted to market 
specific products at point-of-sale. 

I say this because I know from 30 
plus years of first-hand experience in 
the industry that the difference 
between the best and worst for any 
type of product or process is 
enormous and if you look behind 
industry averages, you’ll find a range 
of low, medium and high impacts for 
all products and processes. 

I’ve said it umpteen times in 
Ecotextile News but it’s not just what 
is made, it’s how it’s made – and 
every factory will be different. 

accurate result, it’s essential that 
these impacts are included in data 
sets, even if they are just estimates. 

Who can be trusted to provide 
credible estimates is another matter, 
as self-declared data on anything to 
do with sustainability is notoriously 
skewed – and always in the same, 
rosier direction! 

But let’s go back to the island. The 
right siders have a world class 
factory that produces exactly one 
tonne of dyed textiles per day. They 
have been independently audited 
and the results show they use 100 
units of water, 100 units of 
chemicals and 100 units of 
electricity per day in order to 
produce these textile products. All 
effluent is treated to the most 
stringent wastewater standards 
before being discharged. 

The left siders also have a factory. 
But it’s not audited and there are no 
data available other than sales 
figures that show they ship one 
tonne of dyed textiles per day. 

An experienced specialist can see 
they are using old equipment that 
uses approximately three times 
more water, energy and chemicals 
per process as the right siders and 
they spew untreated effluent into 
the rivers. 

What’s the average environmental 
impact of the island’s industry?  

What’s the total impact of the 
island’s industry? 

And, most importantly, what’s the 

danger of ignoring those who can’t 
provide reliable data? 

Using audited, verified, recorded 
figures only, the island is a paragon 
of virtue and cannot be faulted. 
Including estimates from the left 
siders’ inefficient, polluting factory 
reduces the precision of the figures 
but gives a much more accurate 
representation of what is happening. 

For some absurd reason, precision 
and resolution is often prioritised 
over accuracy and it’s easy to see 
why those who develop scoring 
systems seek the sanctity of peer-
reviewed life cycle analyses with 
‘credible’ data but, in doing so, they 
actually lose wider industry 
relevance and accuracy. 

 
Data crossroads 
Rght now the industry is at a 
crossroads, it has to be careful not to 
bow down to precision and resolution 
pedants who say, if you can’t measure 
something to five decimal points and 

www.ecotextile.com

Unsurprisingly, like any scoring system, 
the Higg MSI faces both subjective and 
objective criticism: those with a vested 
interest in certain fibres don’t like the fact 
that the parameters, scoring system and 
weightings give a ‘bad’ score for their 
preferred fibre and others have 
highlighted specific data issues, the most 
notable issue being the low water use 
associated with organic cotton growing
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better or worse than others against 
specific parameters. 

The parameters by which products 
and processes are assessed have to 
pass the ‘sniff test’, that is they have 
to be objective and not deliberately 
chosen to glorify or demonise 
specific things. 

So, just as you shouldn’t have 
‘amount of grass eaten’ as a 
parameter for all fibres, with the 
intention of scoring wool badly, it 
would be very short-sighted to  
have a category for ‘synthetic 
microfibre shedding’ rather generic 
‘microfibre shedding’. 

Transparency, inclusivity, and 
above all else objectivity are required 
to create a tool that shows the pros 
and cons of all fibres, products and 
processes with ranges of information 
that demonstrates the good the bad 
and the average across our industry. 

And, if it’s done well, we should 
start to see the demise of single issue 
marketing greenwash and single 
issue guiltwash, as everyone will be 
working to the same transparent 
basket of parameters. 

Although some of the technical 
criticism of the MSI has been valid, 
much of it has over-stepped the mark 
of common decency and I wouldn’t 
blame SAC if it exited this space and 
invited the ‘critics’ to fill the void so 
we have a period of role reversal – 
after all, as John Mowbray noted in 
the last issue, it’s so much easier to 
criticise than to create.  n
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So, for example, on average it takes 
much less water and energy to dye 
polyester than to dye cotton but the 
world’s best cotton dyer will use 
much less water and energy than the 
world’s worst polyester dyer. 

The world’s worst nylon finisher will 
use more energy to dry a shell fabric 
than the world’s best linen finisher 
will use to dry a heavy shirting. 

The world’s best, certified organic 
cotton fibre, dyed in the world’s 
worst dyehouse, will be an environ-
mental disaster. 

I don’t mind accurate, represen-
tative averages as an educational 
tool, to highlight common hotspots 
or to galvanise industrywide actions 
but, for product-specific marketing 
we must have real, verified data  
and / or trusted certifications for 
those products. 

 
Higg MSI needs a  
reboot – or a replacement 
Clearly, the time has come for a re-set 
and for the Higg MSI to be re-booted, 
or even replaced, but what happens 
next is crucially important because 
we do need accurate, objective 
information for the industry, for 
consumers and, probably most 
importantly, legislators. 

We can’t have a situation where 
anyone is bullied into creating a 
scoring system that deliberately 
favours one fibre over the other, we 
can’t have carefully chosen data to 
‘prove’ a pre-determined conclusion 

and we therefore need brave 
scientists and engineers to set the 
correct parameters and objectively 
assess textile products and processes 
against them. 

To avoid childish arguments over 
final scores, I would strongly 
recommend that whoever builds the 
next iteration of a scoring system does 
away with scores for industry 
averages and presents the results as 
ranges, as the excellent Made-By wet 
processing benchmark tools did when 
demonstrating the huge differences in 
water and energy consumption for a 
range of different processes across a 
number of factories. 

You would then see that it’s indeed 
possible to have very low water 
consumption (low levels of artificial 
irrigation) for organic cotton if it is 
rainfed but, at the top end of the 
water use range, it’s in the same 
ballpark as conventional cotton. 

 
A truly independent  
council is needed 
The group creating the metrics  
has to be independent, 
independently funded and multi-
stakeholder – with representatives 
from all areas of the industry, all 
fibre types, all process types, with 
some proper independent brains to 
crunch and verify some numbers. 

And, most of all, it needs everyone 
to admit that their favoured fibre, 
fabric or process is not perfect, has 
negative impacts and will score 

OPINION
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Patricia Jurewicz is 
founder and CEO of 
the Responsible 
Sourcing Network 

(RSN), an NGO that grew out 
of As You Sow, within which 
it used to be a programme. 
The organisation is part of the 
Cotton Campaign that in 
March 2022 ended its calls on 
brands to boycott Uzbek 
cotton after concluding that 
there was no more state 
coerced labour. This is an 
impressive achievement 
given the situation just a few 
years ago when brands were 
claiming not to source cotton 
from the country, and the 
government was denying any 
knowledge of a problem. 

As recently as 2017, French 
TV’s Cash Investigations linked 
Uzbek cotton to supply chains 
worldwide. But Jurewicz has 
been relentless in driving this 
programme and getting 
companies to sign up and 
engage, and at the same time 
designing a due diligence 
standard for cotton which 
recently completed a pilot 
phase: Yarn Ethically and 
Sustainably Sourced (YESS). 

s Uzbek women in the cotton field 
harvest cotton in the outskirts of 
Samarkand, Uzbekistan.

rights due diligence and 
labour rights. She adds that 
the Global Labor Justice – 
International Labor Rights 
Forum (GLF-ILRF) is 
working on a pilot with 
brands in the textiles 
clusters that now run the 
industry in Uzbekistan but 
cautions that “getting brands 
to come to Uzbekistan is not 
easy”. Not just for reputa-
tional risks, but because it is 
double-landlocked, and 
clusters still must learn to 
meet brand requirements.  

Jurewicz remains hopeful 
there will still be pilot 
orders, and it helps that 
Better Cotton has approved a 
new programme in 
Uzbekistan and is working 
with the Cotton Campaign 
on understanding risks, such 
as recruitment practices and 
freedom of association.  

She asks: “How will we get 
worker and farmer voices at 
the table?” She argues it will 
be critical for players like 
Better Cotton to hold to their 
values and “theory of 
change” and to sit down with 
the ministries of agriculture, 
trade, and industry to 
explain the importance of a 
robust civil society and 
independent trade unions.  

 
Pilot YESS feedback 
The YESS programme 
meanwhile is reviewing 
comments on the standard 
following the pilot, led by Liz 

YESS aims to 
l assist firms to 

comply with  
anti-slavery and due 
diligence regulations 

l train yarn spinners 
and textile mills to 
implement due 
diligence systems 

l increase marketability 
for spinners and 
brands sourcing 
‘ethical’ cotton   

l give consumer 
assurance that 
brands work to 
eliminate forced 
labour from the 
cotton industry 

l minimise verification 
costs and  
improve efficiencies 

l contribute to 
achieving Sustainable 
Development  
Goal (SDG) 8 and 
Indicator 8.7 

www.ecotextile.com

YESS gets 
positive on 
due diligence
With forced and child labour 
hopefully eliminated in Uzbekistan, 
we caught up with Patricia Jurewicz, 
director of the Responsible Sourcing 
Network, the driving force behind the 
new YESS due diligence standard

In Uzbekistan, she 
cautions that things are not 
perfect, but have improved. 
She points to a more 
localised landscape, with 
privatised businesses, but 
where government owns the 
land “embedded corruption, 
and exploitation takes time 
to weed out”, she cautions. 
The Cotton Campaign also 
highlights continued local (if 
not state) coercion and also 
the risk of forced labour.   

She also remains 
concerned that the local 
independent union has 
been forced to join with a 
government union, with a 
forced leadership change. 
There is still much to do to 
empower people to ‘feel safe 
and speak out’, she stresses. 
The Cotton Campaign is also 
working hard to get human 
rights groups registered. 
Despite the success of the 
country being declared free 
of government-sponsored 
forced labour, many 
challenges remain.  

Speaking to Ecotextile 
News, Jurewicz says that 
RSN’s immediate priorities 
are to register organisations 
involved in monitoring at 
the field level and to 
support capacity building, 
as well as to ensure uptake 
of the Responsible Sourcing 
Framework on human 
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Muller. The growth of the 
programme could be 
significant as “something is 
coming down the line on 
due diligence”, and with 
impending EU and New 
York legislation, companies 
will have to report, Jurewicz 
says. She adds that it is very 
practical, focused on 
reducing harms and risks, 
and requiring parties to 
work with their peers to find 
solutions. She highlights 
how it builds on work  
done by RSN on conflict 
minerals in the past, with 
similar requirements if 
problems can’t be prevented 
or mitigated.  

She also says the YESS 
standard avoids suppliers 
being asked to do multiple 
traceability exercises. She 
argues that the sector “needs 
to be more proactive and set 
people up for success”, which 
is done by tracking and 
documentation and training 
of suppliers to provide the 
right information. So far, the 
programme has 20 brand 
supporters, with an 
implementation plan 
coming soon. RSN is hiring a 
firm to manage auditors, 
scale training and capacity 
building and to build an 
open registry of spinners  
and mills.  

YESS can complement the 
Uzbek work, she says, 
avoiding Uzbek cotton being 
blended with cotton from 
more questionable sources, 
with investment ensuring 
supply will be plentiful.  

The YESS pilot (which 
completed in March 2022 
after launching in February 
2021) set out to determine if 
participating spinners and 
textile mills could meet the 
requirement of the YESS 
standards, provide training 

for facilities and auditors, 
and use research at mills to 
feed the final standard, for 
which a consultation has 
just concluded. It took place 
with five spinners and four 
textile mills in Malaysia, 
India, Pakistan and Vietnam 
(which later withdrew as 
they were unwilling to share 
information on all of their 
sourced cotton, not just that 
used by the pilot client).  

The pilot included 10 
training webinars for 
facilities and auditors, with 
100 participants (firms were 
invited based on experience 
with due diligence 
assessments). Standard and 
assessment workbooks have 
been developed for spinners 
and mills.   

The pilot report however 
cautions that “the necessary 
mind shift needed to go from 
a typical code of conduct or 
certified cotton approach to 
the more dynamic due 
diligence management 
system approach taken by 
YESS is not as well conveyed 
or understood through 
training alone.”.  

This suggests, according to 
the authors, that there needs 
to be assessment “of the 
types and drivers of forced 
labour” with education and 
training on how to identify 
forced labour in a facility’s 
supply chain and how to 
prevent and mitigate it.” 
Concerns also exist over how 
well spinners understand 
BCIs system or how to 
manage organic cotton chain 
of custody documents.  

 
Grievance hotline 
If there are concerns in other 
areas, such as whether 
workers or farmers would 
use a grievance hotline, the 
report also suggests there 

would be a benefit to YESS 
from showing how it might 
help brands with restrictions 
on sourcing from Xinjiang 
and other trouble spots. 
Much will depend on doing 
enough education, training 
and capacity building in 
high-risk countries, adapted 
to the types and causes of 
forced labour in specific 
regions. One way the pilot 
points to is to “establish a 
multi-stakeholder or regional 
committee, including human 
rights and cotton experts 
with expertise in high-risk 
countries”, with research and 
outreach in countries 
presenting a high risk. 

Finally, the report says 
that YESS “should work with 
existing ethical or sustain-
ability schemes (e.g., 
organic, Fairtrade, Better 
Cotton) to incorporate a 
facility’s due diligence of 
cotton received under their 
schemes as well as to 
explore how they can 
streamline their assessments 
with the YESS assessment”.  

Moving forward, RSN’s 
YESS is now part of a due 
diligence programme by 
human rights NGO Verité, 
funded by a grant from the 
US Department of Labor. It 
will use traceability tools to 
see where it is effective to 
use a due diligence approach 
to “exclude higher-risk goods 
at key supply chain nodes”. 
The programme will focus 
on actors in the middle tiers 
of supply chains with due 
diligence and traceability, 
including implementing the 
YESS standard.  

With due diligence 
legislation coming, it seems 
RSN is leading the way.   n

 
“Establish a 
multi-
stakeholder 
or regional 
committee, 
including 
human rights 
and cotton 
experts with 
expertise in 
high-risk 
countries

 
Something is 
coming 
down the 
line on due 
diligence See: www.sourcingnetwork.org/yess
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What do retailers and brands 
need to know about the textile 
chemical sector when it comes 
to addressing circularity? 
The short answer from the chemicals 
point of view is the challenge of 
unknown residues of chemicals from 
prior use that will get carried over 
into recycled fibres – the so-called 
‘legacy chemicals’.  

Today, the industry has finally 
realised that the current existing 
model of take, make and throw is 
not a sustainable one and almost all 
major brands and retailers have 
committed to progress towards a 
circular economy where the product 
at end-of-life becomes a resource 
again and ideally this cycle 
continues indefinitely.  

And many companies have made 
public commitments on circularity 
with very tight timelines to reach 
100 per cent use of recycled fibres. 
But this will turn out to be much 
easier said than done.  

Various recycling initiatives are 
being explored, mechanical, 
chemical, and biological. But while 
several core technologies are being 
developed most are still at the 
laboratory or pilot stage with few at 
an advanced commercial phase. 
However, none are available at a scale 
that is required to address the huge 
amount of global post-consumer 
waste that our industry generates 
where most go to landfill or are 
incinerated – with less than one per 
cent recycled within a closed loop.  

Apart from technical issues with 

solvent extractions followed by gas 
and liquid chromatography.   

While the virgin yarn had no 
chemical residues, the recycled yarn 
showed traces of over 40 chemical 
impurities! Later studies done by the 
dermatologists confirmed that skin 
sensitisation was due to the harmful 
chemical residues on the yarn which 
may have affected the workers 
through dermal contact or perhaps 
inhalation. It is difficult to know the 
origin of these chemical residues as 
the manufacturing details are 
unknown. The recycled material was 
ocean plastic, and these products could 
have been in the ocean for extended 
periods of time and subjected to harsh 
saline conditions in presence of 
sunlight leading to partial degradation 
of the chemicals present on them.   

Extensive study and research is 
now needed in the area of ‘legacy 
chemicals’ related to circularity in 
our industry to develop better 
understanding of the extent of this 
problem and then work towards 
some criteria for evaluating residual 
chemicals in recycled fibres.  

However, in all probability it’s 
going to be impossible to have prior 
knowledge of chemical residues in 
post-consumer materials when they 
are recycled.  

 
So, what about the huge  
volumes of textile chemicals 
used on clothing that is not 
recycled and ends up in landfills? 
Isn’t this a bigger problem?  
Post-consumer garments, especially 

 
However, in all 
probability it’s going to 
be impossible to have 
prior knowledge of 
chemical residues in 
post-consumer materials

www.ecotextile.com

Textile chemicals 
in a circular world
Textile chemistry veteran Ullhas Nimkar, the new 
president of the Society of Dyers and Colorists, gives 
his view on the key environmental challenges facing 
the industry as it eyes a more circular future.

the technology to recycle clothes at 
scale, in my opinion, there will be 
another major problem in that the 
residual or ‘legacy chemicals’ 
originally used on the waste 
clothing that’s now being recycled 
will contaminate new fibres. This is 
because, during recycling colorants 
(dyes and pigments) need to be 
decolorised, yet very little is known 
about the chemical fragments or the 
metabolites this can produce. It will 
depend on the decolorising 
technique that’s used, but there is 
additional concern about the 
residues of several chemicals used in 
wet processing and during 
consumer use, which could also be 
carried over into the recycled fibre.  

s 
e

For example, in a recent study at 
our laboratories in India, we looked 
at a 100 per cent polyester yarn, 
which was recycled from ocean 
plastic. Some workers in a knitting 
factory developed a severe allergy 
within a few days of handling this 
yarn, so we were tasked with 
analysing both virgin and recycled 
yarn samples for hazardous 
chemical residues using different 

s Ullhas Nimkar
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towards the end-of-life, will still 
either be incinerated or will more 
likely end up in a municipal landfill 
for many years to come.  

There are an estimated 8,000 
different chemicals used in textile 
production, as well as those used by 
consumers, and some of these will be 
present on the garments when they’re 
discarded in a landfill. While waste 
(sludge and effluent), generated 
during wet processing is handled 
scientifically (hopefully), by disposing 
sludge in a secure landfill and 
chemicals in effluent are treated 
before discharging, consumer waste 
ends up in an unsecured landfill or a 
municipal dump. As the disposed 
garments remain here for years they 
will degrade under different circum-
stances – aerobic, anaerobic, thermal, 
photochemical, etc, no matter what 
fibres they are made from (natural or 
synthetic). The products of the 
breakdown of these chemicals under 
such circumstances remains unknown 
– as do the final metabolites entering 
the eco-system after rainfall. There are 
relatively few studies of the end-of-life 
of dyes, pigments and speciality 
chemicals used in production that 
may contaminate soil, rivers and the 
ocean before entering the food chain.   

Now here comes my biggest concern. 
Generally, when chemicals are 

used in textile processing, it’s 
assumed that most of the chemicals 
go into the fabric to produce the 
desired functional property and only 
small amounts go into waste streams. 
(The exception is commodity 
chemicals which are used as 
processing aids, ending up entirely in 
the wastewater, see cover story: 
Ecotextile News, February, 2020).  

Thus, if we assume that just 10 – 
15 per cent of chemicals will be 
generated as waste then 80 – 85 per 
cent of those used in the process will 
end up in the garment or textile. 
These chemicals in the product will 
degrade in landfill and will enter the 
environment with rainfall and 
possibly enter the food chain.  

While a great deal has been done 

to address the chemical waste 
generated in textile production (15 
per cent) there is no attention paid 
to what happens to the remaining 
chemicals (85 per cent) on clothing 
or textiles that are eventually 
discarded into landfill.  

It is most surprising that this 
issue remains to be addressed at a 
global level.  

 
From your long experience at 
the ‘coal-face’ of the textile 
chemical sector, what are the 
most promising ‘sustainable’ 
technologies on the horizon?  
Today industry is on an innovation 
spree on all fronts to address the 
challenges of sustainability. 
Research is going on for new 
sustainable materials, cleaner input 
chemicals, better process control, 
new processing technology, 
improved effluent treatment – 
including chemical recovery and 
recycling among several others. 

they are non-hazardous and truly 
sustainable, as we don’t want to end 
up creating a new challenge.  

I hope these new ‘natural dyes’ 
made from microbes can offer a 
sustainable solution. There will be 
several challenges to grow it to scale 
to cater to the global demand, 
however, it certainly looks 
promising. The SDC is working very 
closely on this, and we soon plan to 
have this as a special focus area.  

 
In your capacity as the new 
president of the SDC, what are 
your plans and how can you 
help to attract more – 
desperately needed – young 
chemists to the industry?  
The SDC provides a forum for 
discussions relating to colour, 
bringing together people from the 
scientific community, arts, 
academia through to the industry. 
For over 100 years, the primary goal 
of the society is to provide 
education in the field of colour 
through formal structured 
programmes leading to professional 
qualifications and is the only body 
that awards the coveted Chartered 
Colourist (C.Col) status. It also holds 
the secretariat for the BSI and ISO 
committees responsible for colour 
fastness and colour measurement. 

SDC today is actively working in 
the field of natural dyes and is also 
developing a formal training 
course in this subject area, where 
there is renewed industry interest. 
We are also exploring the 
possibility of organising an 
international conference.  

Today’s students will shape our 
future. New environmental and 
sustainability goals have created new 
career opportunities in the supply 
chain and through SDC student 
lectures I am confident this will 
attract youngsters from all related 
branches to join the Society – and the 
industry – to address our rapidly 
growing needs in the coming years. n

 
As a colour chemist the 
innovation that excites 
me the most is 
microbial colorants

All innovations are exciting, 
however, as a colour chemist the 
innovation that excites me the most 
is microbial colorants which are 
made using engineered microor-
ganisms. Colours created in nature 
are replicated using common 
processes such as fermentation after 
identifying the necessary DNA 
sequencing. This process is like 
brewing beer. These microorganisms 
grow on renewable feedstock such as 
sugar and yeast. These natural 
colorants can be produced at 
industry scale and will hopefully be 
safe and biodegradable.  

This could perhaps be a new way 
to dye fabrics in the future and 
perhaps manufacture sustainable 
colorants too. Care must be taken to 
study these molecules to ensure For more information visit: https://sdc.org.uk
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Written by Simon Ferrigno  
and edited by John Mowbray 

 publisher of 

The Inside Guide to

COTTON &
SUSTAINABILITY
Second Edition By Simon Ferrigno

Supported by:

UPDATED

The Inside Guide to 

COTTON &  
SUSTAINABILITY
160 PAGE A5 HANDBOOK updated,  
second edition now published 

Your complete  
and independent  
guide to cotton  
and sustainability 
Published in March 2020 

Content includes: 
• Introduction: unravelling the threads: ‘what’s new’?  •  Growing cotton: places, people and economies 
• Bad Reputation? Cotton and modernisation  •  New technologies, big data, gene editing 
• Cotton Crises? How did cotton get its bad reputation?  •  Latest figures on global production 
• Measuring and defining ‘sustainable cotton’  •  Cotton standards, labelling and certification: progress reports 
• The new regulatory and monitoring environments  •  Due diligence and the role of the OECD and EU in regulation and guidelines 
• Cotton and the circular economy  •  Updates on pesticides use and conventional cotton 
• Industry mergers: new production and growing technologies   
•  Traceability and the new game changers such as blockchain and DNA markers   
• Benchmarking to SDGs and natural capital accounting, LCAs, science-based targets 
• What might sustainable cotton look like in future?  •  Perspectives from industry: farmers, consumers, landscape users 
• Conclusions: the state of sustainable cotton  •  Coming challenges: Climate change, soils, water 
• The way ahead for cotton  •  Recommendations for the industry

https://www.mclnews.com/guidebooks
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TRADE SHOWS AND CONFERENCES

4-6 August 

Gartex Texprocess India  

Delhi, India 

www.gartexindia.com 

 

15-17 August 

SpinExpo Shanghai 

Shanghai, China 

www.spinexpo.com/shanghai/ 

 

29-31 August 

Intertextile Shanghai Apparel Fabrics 

Shanghai, China 

www.hk.messefrankfurt.com/hongkong/en.html 

 

30 August – 1 September 

Munich Fabric Start 

Munich, Germany 

www.munichfabricstart.com/en/ 

 

6-8 September 

CINTE Techtextil China 

Shanghai, China 

https://cinte-techtextil-china.hk.messefrankfurt.com 

 

9-10 September 

Hong Kong Fashion Summit 

Hong Kong 

https://www.fashionsummit.hk 

 

14-16 September 

Dornbirn Global Fiber Congress 

Dornbirn, Austria 

https://www.dornbirn-gfc.com/en/ 

12-13 September 

Textile Forum 

London, England 

www.textileforum.org.uk 

 

12-14 October 

TITAS 

Taipei, Taiwan 

https://titas.tw/en-us/ 

 

19-20 October 

Kingpins 

Amsterdam, Netherlands 

https://kingpinsshow.com/shows 

 

26-27 October 

Functional Fabric Fair 

Oregon, USA 

www.functionalfabricfair.com/portland/en-us.html 

 

3-4 November 

Performance Days 

Munich, Germany 

www.performancedays.com 

 

14-18 November 

Textile Exchange Sustainability Conference 

Colorado, USA 

https://textileexchange.org/2022-conference/ 

 

28-30 November 

ISPO 

Munich, Germany 

www.ispo.com

Although every care is taken over the compilation of this diary to ensure accuracy of the dates, these can sometimes be changed due to local circumstances.  
It is therefore advisable to check with the appropriate organisers before travel arrangements are made.

GLOBAL TRADE SHOWS OVER THE COMING MONTHS

Air-light insulation.
Air-tight warmth.

© 2022, 3M All rights reserved.

Infused with xerogel—a unique solid 
that’s over 99% air—3M™ Thinsulate™ 
Xerogel Insulation is launching apparel 
to new heights.
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It started in 2000, with an idea  
for a responsible textile industry.
The idea became the Bluesign mission: 
to provide service-based solutions that 
help the industry minimize impact on 
people and the environment.

THE BLUE WAY is a mindset that paves 
the road for sustainable textiles through 
responsible production, responsible 
use of resources, and responsible use of 
chemistry.  As global society begins to 
catch up, we are taking our momentum 
to reduce impact into the next 20 years.

We look forward to walking the walk 
 together with you.
bluesign.com/business

managing inputs. 
responsible actions.

THE BLUE WAY
TO REDUCE IMPACT
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