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Foreword

Many years ago I remember calling Safia Minney from a busy airport in Los Angeles. I had been so moved by her writing on a long flight and had to speak with her immediately upon landing. The conversation we began that day over spotty reception in that terminal has lived on and grown into one of the most important friendships of my life.

As an early pioneer in sustainable fashion, Safia has worked tirelessly for the rights of those so often forgotten, demanding we all dream bigger about the kind of world we can and must create. I’ve had the privilege to travel with her all over the world to see just how much is possible when a person dedicates their life to others. And now she returns with her most urgent invitation yet – a call to anyone out there who still believes that a better future is worth fighting for.

There is no way to overstate the devastating force that fashion continues to be today. As a filmmaker I’ve seen the fallout first hand. The impacts are horrifying, and on a scale difficult to comprehend – all in the name of making the world’s richest people even richer, while withholding the most basic dignity from some of the most vulnerable among us and destroying this one place we all call home.

Fashion is a multi-trillion-dollar-a-year industry built on the assumption that we won’t care enough to stand up, opt out and fight back. This must change. In fact our very survival now deeply depends on it. And as you will see in the pages ahead, there are already people everywhere who are leading this change in bold and beautiful ways. May we all join them and write a new story marked by justice, hope and healing here in our time.

ANDREW MORGAN

February 2022
(www.andrewchristophermorgan.com)







INTRODUCTION

Earth, oceans and atmosphere are interconnected systems that exist in a unique and complex balance – a balance that supports life on earth, and has allowed human civilization to flourish for many thousands of years. But in our scramble to pursue lives of wealth and convenience, we have begun to systematically dismantle that balance without any thought to the long-term outcomes.

In 2009, Johan Rockström and Will Steffen set out to answer a fundamental question: What is the ‘safe operating space’ for humanity? How much change can we inflict on the earth’s key systems and still avoid environmental catastrophe? Working with an international team of scientists, they identified nine systems: climate change, chemical pollution (now novel entities), ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading, ocean acidification, biogeochemical flows, freshwater use, land-system change and biosphere integrity. Within these, they suggested ‘planetary boundaries’ to be used as guardrails, keeping us at a safe distance from catastrophic tipping points (see below). The economist and author Kate Raworth has since built upon these planetary boundaries, combining them with a set of social boundaries to create an ‘environmentally safe and socially just space in which humanity can thrive’ (see Doughnut Economics, here).

Each year brings more evidence of the impact of our overconsumption – from rising seas to alarming numbers of animal and plant species on the brink of extinction. In the last 50 years we have caused wildlife populations to plummet by more than two-thirds, according to the WWF. And the extreme weather events that we are now seeing are the result of global warming, caused mainly by the emission of greenhouse gases (GHG) into the atmosphere – largely the result of burning fossil fuels, a practice dating back to the Industrial Revolution. To avoid the most disastrous consequences, we must restrict global warming to 1.5°C (2.7°F) above pre-industrial levels, but the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warns that we could reach 4°C (7.2°F) by the end of the century.

PLANETARY BOUNDARIES
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The planetary boundaries were devised in 2009, providing threshholds designed to keep humanity within a ‘safe operating space’. We have now overshot six of these boundaries. (Diagram drawn from J. Lokrantz/Azote, based on Steffen et al. 2015.)



Standing on the edge of the sixth mass extinction, fashion might seem a small player in this emergency. But that could not be further from the truth. Two-thirds of our clothes are made from synthetics derived from fossil fuels, and the industry is responsible for 5 per cent of global GHG emissions.1 Twenty per cent of industrial water pollution is due to garment manufacture and dyeing, and the fashion sector is the second largest consumer of water globally. As climate change accelerates droughts in many parts of the world, valuable drinking water and water needed for growing food crops is being used to produce clothes that somebody in the Western world may wear (on average) five times before throwing them away.

In Europe and the US, up to 35 kg (77 lb) of clothing per person are disposed of every year, and less than 1 per cent is recycled. The levels of waste are staggering. What is more, this waste is dumped on communities in the Global South, creating a health and environmental hazard, as well as destroying opportunities for a local textile industry.

In 2020, the academics Kate Fletcher and Mathilda Tham used IPCC statistics to estimate that the global fashion industry must reduce the use of virgin resources by 75 per cent by 2030. In 2021, the British Fashion Council urged government and retailers to work towards halving consumer demand by 50 per cent to reduce waste.2 And at COP26 (United Nations Climate Change Conference, 2021), the UN Fashion Charter was updated with a call for companies to cut emissions by 50 per cent by 2030 and for fashion communication to be brought in line with the 1.5°C pathway. For many, these changes seem impossible, in an industry with complex supply chains spanning the globe. But in fact, the knowledge, processes and technology to enable them are all in place. What is missing is the vision, the voices of stakeholders and the commitment to act.

Regenerative fashion offers new ways of doing fashion. It has its basis not only in regenerative agriculture but also in systemic thinking that allows companies to operate as part of a wider ‘ecosystem’. It offers a positive vision that would see fashion restore what it has taken from the natural world and revive communities, while evolving degrowth business models and enabling truly sustainable profit margins. It is about brands sharing risks with supply-chain partners. It involves showing customers and employees how they can be part of the solution, supporting genuine sustainability while transitioning to operating within planetary boundaries and distributing the benefits of fashion fairly.

Many have already started the journey. Each week, more companies – large and small – are committing to reducing emissions and using low-impact, sustainable materials. From luxury brands to supermarkets, leaders across the industry are mapping their supply chains, building better relationships with farming communities and factories to improve transparency, cut waste, switch to renewables and explore circular solutions. The champagne, nibbles and vacuous gaiety are being replaced by deep and meaningful conversations in the boardroom, and knowledge-sharing on webinars and courses. In the face of current crises, the urgency and importance of this shift cannot be overstated. And it is not just a matter of reining in the worst excesses. Fashion must have a future in which it creates a positive impact, both socially and ecologically. The scarcity of resources and carbon budget leave room for nothing less.
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With a business based around a regenerative cotton farm in India, Oshadi (see here) ensure that each of their garments is produced in a way that is both sustainable and fair. Like many of the organizations in this book, they are ‘cultivating a regenerative fashion system from the soil up’.



Regenerative fashion respects the people who make the products and the natural world that produces the raw materials that make it possible. The regenerative vision does not accept that the Global South should produce clothes for the rest of the world for extremely low wages – or no compensation at all – as modern slavery is endemic in the fashion industry. Nor does it accept that the Global South (responsible for just 8 per cent of excess global CO2 emissions3) should bear the brunt of climate change in the loss of land, habitats and biodiversity that sustain people’s livelihoods – countries that are largely impoverished due to exploitative buying practices, and unfair international trading and financial systems.

The regenerative concept must also be applied to every part of the process. This begins with the soil, and good farming practices and relationships with farmers, through to product design, buying, production, financing, marketing, branding, distribution and end of life. At every stage, a product can improve the lives of all those involved through paying living wages, and supporting unionization and gender and racial equality – promoting empowerment and opportunities for creativity and economic independence. Fashion can also identify better ways of caring for the land, restoring biodiversity, while reviving and promoting culture and livelihoods through craft.

Companies can take the lead in educating customers about low-carbon, sustainable living if they, in turn, are authentic and committed to transparency, inviting scrutiny and participation in their climate and biodiversity plans. Balance sheets need to monitor the impact of supply chains on the natural world, climate and livelihoods, alongside financial profits. This has the power to shift the relationship between company and consumer from a merely transactional one to a community where companies, suppliers and consumers work together to find solutions and share in the challenges and successes of transformation. Regenerative leaders need to be collaborative, bringing voices together from diverse backgrounds, open to interpretations beyond the Western model of fashion. They must seek ways to help us reconnect with nature, and help to change thinking and behaviour.

This book brings together a collection of interviews with organizations working to implement change – from family-run businesses to high-end brands, social enterprises and non-profits. Its chapters follow three themes: Nature and Materials; People, Livelihoods and Craft; and New Economy and Leadership. But in reality there is overlap between these categories, just as any regenerative system consists of many interconnected elements. In each chapter, an introduction is followed by a set of industry interviews, interspersed with thought pieces from some of the most influential commentators in our sector. As all would undoubtedly agree, our survival now depends on urgent and unified action. Taking without giving in return is not just bad manners; in this case, it borders on criminal. We owe it to present and future generations to be better custodians of our world. Regenerative fashion offers us an inspiring roadmap to help do that.


NOTES

1. British Fashion Council, Circular Fashion Ecosystem Report, September 2021.

2. Ibid.

3. Jason Hickel, ‘Quantifying National Responsibility for Climate Breakdown’, The Lancet Planetary Health, September 2020.
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