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NEWS FEATURE:

Eco-fashion hits the high street
Elisabeth Jeffries

Clothing containing recycled bottles and food industry by-products is a funky alternative now available in 
shopping malls. But it may generate only minor environmental benefits.

It could perhaps be described as an 
eco-revolution on the high street. In the 
clothing sector, Levi Strauss introduced 

its Water<Less jeans in 2011. At about the 
same time, Puma brought in its Re-suede 
shoes, with a high recycled content. Nike 
followed, launching its Considered program 
to cut toxins and support sustainable 
materials in its products. Years earlier in 
1993, Patagonia — an outdoor clothing 
company and sustainability pioneer — 
started to manufacture a range of clothing 
that included recycled plastic bottles in 
its fleece. In household goods, Unilever 
launched its concentrated, lower-impact 
Persil Small & Mighty detergent in 2007, and 
P&G followed with Ariel Excel Gel in 2008.

This spring, Levi Strauss continues 
with its latest range, known as Waste<Less 
jeans. Available in a number of different 
product lines, including Levi 504 Straight 
and 511 Skinny, Waste<Less jeans include a 
minimum of 20% post-consumer recycled 
content (recycled PET bottles) instead 
of cotton, giving them an unusual tint. 

Customers can opt for the traditional jeans if 
they want to, as both are on offer.

But a closer look suggests that many of 
these efforts may be of only limited help 
in protecting the environment, for several 
reasons. For one thing, many consumer 
goods and clothes manufacturers rely 
on lifecycle analysis (LCA) to introduce 
environmentally friendly processes into 
their products. Nike, Levi, Kraft and 
Mazda are among many companies who 
point to their use of an LCA as evidence 
they are including environmental criteria 
in their design process. Some LCAs are 
proprietary tools, others are adapted using 
an industry standard.

The aim of an LCA is to assess 
environmental impacts associated with 
all the stages of a product’s life from 
cradle to grave (for instance, from raw 
material extraction to materials processing, 
manufacture, distribution, use, repair and 
maintenance, disposal or recycling). The 
analysis reveals in which phases the greatest 
environmental impacts (such as energy, 

carbon dioxide or water) take place, and 
prompts a review of alternative methods 
and materials. It usually considers only one 
variable, for example, energy.

Gareth Neighbour, a mechanical 
engineer and an expert in ecodesign at 
Oxford Brookes University, points out the 
shortcomings of most LCA approaches. 
These may arise as much from their 
proprietary nature, which can mask flaws 
in the process, as from the way LCAs are 
usually used. Neighbour’s observation 
indicates that the LCA has yet to shake up 
the world of apparel, packaging, electronics 
or any other type of consumer product. 
“LCAs come very late in the design process. 
You have to have a product first before you 
can understand the impact it would have on 
the environment,” he states. 

Hence, a product may be badly conceived 
in terms of its purpose, but put through a 
number of sustainability hoops afterwards. 
“It’s really a system dysfunction if people are 
not considering sustainability as a functional 
requirement and are jumping over the 
design process, after which the LCA kicks 
in.” Genuine ecodesign, he argues, includes 
sustainability as a first principle. 

To be fair, some products on the market 
come close to achieving this aim. Puma’s 
Re-suede shoes — replacing the company’s 
original Suede shoe — are a case in point. 
The synthetic suede is comprised of 100% 
recycled polyester fibers, produced by a 
chemical recycling process that reduces both 
the energy consumption and CO2 emissions 
by 80% compared with production from 
virgin materials. The recycled polyester is 
scrap waste from manufacturing processes.

The outsole has a portion of the 
rubber content replaced with rice husk 
filler — a natural by-product of the food 
industry — reducing the amount of rubber 
needed, and saving considerable fossil-
fuel energy. It is also very light (140 g or 
5.2 oz less than the original), thus requiring 
less fuel for transport. The company says 
this saves fifteen tons of carbon emissions 
for every ten thousand pairs shipped. As Still frame from the 8 Bottles. 1 Jean. Levi’s Waste<Less video.
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humans benefit from protecting their feet, 
it is difficult to question the principle of 
a shoe. Still, as just one shoe in a whole 
portfolio, it could arguably be even 
more environmentally friendly to scrap 
Re-Suede altogether.

Levi’s efforts are often praised. The 
company says that Water<Less jeans cut 
water use in the finishing process by an 
average of 25%, and up to 96% in the various 
ranges of jeans. An LCA conducted in 
2007 found that the cotton-growing and 
consumer-use phases of the life cycle had the 
greatest impact on water use. As Levi Strauss 
does not own the cotton farms, it does 
not control these impacts directly, but it 
encourages customers to wash the trousers 
less often. The company buys its denim 
from suppliers.

Levi has also changed some aspects of its 
finishing processes, which are responsible 
for 10% of its water use. These include a 
creased, shiny, rigid or whiskered look on a 
particular pair of jeans. “All these finishing 
techniques involve a laundering process 
that involves water. Our innovation hub 
works with the development team and has 
replaced these traditional finishing methods 
with our patented methods which produce 
a different look, and a use a different 
technique,” explains Marie-Hélène Azar, a 
Levi Strauss & Co. spokesperson.

She adds that reducing water use has 
not required a redesign of the factory, as 
the finishing process only takes place in a 
particular area. This may mean the cost of 
water reduction is acceptable. At the same 
time, the brand has not altered the price tag 
on the finished product in the shops. It has 
also taken care not to allow the Water<Less 
and Waste<Less jeans to alter the Levi’s 
original brand image. These considerations 
are important, and explain the caution of 
many brands in reframing design principles 
from scratch.

Indeed, a 2013 study conducted by 
Neighbour and colleagues found ecodesign 
to be almost entirely absent — at least from 
UK manufacturing. “Sustainability needs 
to be considered at the earliest point in 
the design process. The evidence is that 
companies don’t do that, or if they do, it’s lip 
service,” he states.

In the case of jeans, ecodesign — an 
aspect of  sustainable design — uses these 
principles. It could, for instance, mean 
abolishing the use of cotton altogether and 
choosing a different material. But to do so 
could be very expensive, for several different 
reasons. “Cost is a significant issue. The 
designer has to ensure the product sells for a 
certain amount of money, and the need for a 
profit margin influences the type of material. 
But to redesign from sustainability principles 

you might need a whole range of new 
equipment, which is a huge investment. Your 
people might need to be trained in different 
skills, and what seems to be a simple change 
could have significant impacts on the whole 
supply chain,” points out Pauline Deutz, a 
co-author of the study. This is the second 
factor explaining the limited environmental 
impact of high-street initiatives.

That would be difficult for many large 
brands with well-established facilities and 
networks. But under certain circumstances, 
large companies have managed to introduce 
radical changes and innovative sustainable 
products. Acquiring a small company that 
has built up a radical product from scratch 
is one way. Green & Blacks — the organic 
chocolate bar manufacturer acquired by 
Cadbury Schweppes in 2005 — is a case 
in point.

Moving provides another opportunity. 
“In the worst case scenario, change might 
be horrendously expensive, but if a firm 
is relocating anyway it could think about 
developing a new type of factory rather 
than copying what has been done before,” 
suggests Deutz. She acknowledges that costs 
would be high and that such widespread 
change would be difficult, but indicates 
stronger regulations on products could 
be of benefit.

Some organizations claim, however, 
that environmentally friendly design 
is financially attractive. A 2009 
Franco-Canadian project2 found ecodesign 
cut costs for a small majority of companies 
(17 out of 30) in a range of industrial 
and consumer sectors, from biscuits to 
plastics. In many of these cases, savings 
arose from changing the raw materials 

used. But Berneman et al. warned: “there is 
little in-depth research on the profitability 
of ecodesign. We observe that this lack 
of information is a significant brake on 
corporate action. Industry is crying out for 
economic and environmental management 
tools that would allow companies to make 
more enlightened choices.”

Meanwhile, in the UK retailer 
Marks & Spencer revealed its sustainability 
strategy, Plan A, had delivered net benefits 
of £105 million in 2012. The reason for 
discrepancies in studies relating to the 
economic viability of these initiatives is, 
of course, the scope of the investment. 
Revamping a whole plant or supply chain is 
a costly business, but using recycled content 
rather than virgin material may be feasible 
and cut primary costs. 

Conversely, relaunching a product or 
brand by raising its eco-friendly profile 
could result in heavy losses, even if a 
price premium was introduced to cover 
operational costs. “If they’re serious, 
companies could use their marketing 
clout to change attitudes and influence the 
whole competitive landscape,” points out 
Wendy Chapple, Associate Professor in 
Industrial Economics at the Nottingham 
University Business School. But she notes 
that few, if any, market leaders have gone 
that far. Instead, they take an inch-by-
inch approach. Commenting on Levi’s 
brand strategy, she notes: “they could 
make their green jeans more funky but 
they’re being cautious. They might go for a 
gradual incremental change and keep it at 
arm’s length to see how it goes,” she says. 
Eventually, they could make it a bigger 
feature in their range. 

Detail from the 504 regular straight fit, with 25% post-consumer recycled content from brown PET 
bottles. Contrail Water<Less finish.
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Marie-Hélène Azar explains that the aim 
is to integrate the environmental innovation 
so that it becomes the norm. “Eventually we 
hope not to label the jeans as waterless — 
they just are waterless,” she says. However, 
if the process is not managed carefully there 
is a risk that — at least in some cultures   
customers will not be able to digest the green 
image, and will switch to competitors. For 
Levi Strauss, giving customers the choice 
of a traditional pair of jeans is probably a 
safeguard against that risk.

Considerations like these explain why 
most major brands have confined their eco-
friendly initiatives to only a few product 
lines, and why many greener brand-leaders, 
such as Patagonia, are still in a higher value 
market position. Nevertheless, Chapple 
argues that even this may be changing. 
Levi and Unilever are market leaders in 
this respect, she says, and may be changing 
the field. 

“The ones that are looking forwards are 
seeing this as an opportunity. They are doing 
it not just for reputation management, but for 

innovation and market prospects. They see it 
as something that won’t go away. Waste<Less 
jeans are a classic case of product-orientated 
change. It’s not a sticking plaster but it’s a case 
of ‘how do we do something fundamentally 
differently’?” Rather than recycling, she 
suggests Levi’s next step could be to look at 
waste minimization.

Business indicators over the last couple 
of years have suggested that managers are 
driven by new concerns. Among them is 
a greater attention to resource risk. At the 
2013 World Economic Forum Annual 
Meeting in Davos, Switzerland, a survey of 
business leaders demonstrated this point3. 
It showed that 29% of consumer-goods 
CEOs are ‘extremely concerned’ that [rising 
raw-material and energy prices] could 
hinder growth, and that two out of five plan 
to increase their investment in securing 
natural resources over the next three 
years. According to the poll, acquiring raw 
materials or components is one of the top 
investment priorities for the coming year for 
19% of those questioned.

“Chasing the ethical consumer is not 
such a big driver any more. The big motive 
for product design is scarce resources 
and access to new markets. Applying 
environmentally friendly design from niche 
lines to the main portfolio hasn’t happened 
yet, but it will be the tipping point,” declares 
Teresa Fabian, Director of Sustainability 
and Climate Change at consultancy 
PricewaterhouseCoopers. Certainly, the 
emerging competition between producers 
in relation to green criteria is a positive, 
although modest, sign of change. ❐

Elisabeth Jeffries is a freelance writer based in 
London., United Kingdom. 
e-mail: elisabeth.jeffries@journalist.co.uk
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