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Sustainability for the textile industry

By Max W. Sung

‘to persist, endure, last.” Hence, “sustainable” textiles

from this definition would mean textiles which are du-
rable and long lasting. “Sustainability” as currently used has
very broad meanings and there is no universally accepted
definition. “Sustainable” development, according to the
Brundtland Commission of the United Nations (1987), means
development that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. A “sustainable” global society, according to The Earth
Charter (2000), is founded for nature, universal human rights,
economic justice and a culture of peace. At the World Sum-
mit in 2003, the “three pillars of sustainability” were defined
as the reconciliation of environmental, societal and economic
demands.

It is in the spirit of the latter that “sustainability” in tex-
tiles is now accepted. “Sustainable textiles” no longer refers
Jjust to the-use of renewable natural fibres as opposed to non-
renewable materials such as petrolenm (rayon, nylon, polyes-
ter). “Sustainability” in the textile industry now includes eco-
nomic, societal and environmental considerations:

O Eco-friendly by reducing the use of pesticide and toxic
dyes, and by effectively removing toxic chemicals from waste
water effluents.

O Conservation of energy and water resources, given the
increasing shortage of water and the reliance of energy on
non-renewable resources.

L1 Avoidance of employment practices which adversely
affect worker health and well-being,

It is a tribute to the textile industry that the concepts of
sustainability have been embraced on many fronts. It will how-
ever take time before these concepts will be put into practice
on a global scale. A step in this direction was taken on March 1
when a group of major apparel and footwear brands joined to-
gether with leading environmental and social organisations to
launch the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC). SAC is based
on shared beliefs that environmental and social challenges af-
fect the entire global apparel supply chain and reflect systemic
issues which no individual company.can solve alone; that pre-
competitive collaboration can accelerate improvement for the
entire industry and reduce costs for individual companies, en-
abling them to focus more resources to product and process
innovation. To do this, credible, practical and universal stan-
dards and tools for defining and measuring environmental and
social performance will be developed.

The 33 founding members of SAC are based in North
America, Asia, and Burope: Adidas, Arvind Mills, C&A, Duke
University, Environmental Defense Fund, Esprit, Esquel, Gap
Inc., H&M, HanesBrands, Intradeco, JC Penney, Kohl's,
Lenzing, Levi Strauss & Co, LF USA (a division of Li & Fung),
Marks & Spencer, Mountain Equipment Co-op, New Balance,
Nike, Nordstrom, Otto Group, Outdoor Industry Association,

“r. l-'10 sustain” as derived from the Latin sustinere means
11

Patagonia, Pentland Brands, REI, TAL Apparel, Target, Tim-

_berland, US Environmental Protection Agency, Verite, VE

Corp and Walmart. Many of the members have already devel-
oped robust sustainability improvement tools; SAC will draw
especially on the work of the Outdoor Industry Association
(O1A) and Nike’s “Environment Apparel Design” tools.

OIA, through its 47-member eco working group, had de-
veloped an Eco-Index tool to assess the environmental im-
pact of individual products, from cradle to grave. The Eco-
Index includes product design guidelines, indicators and
metrics on materials, packaging, manufacturing and assem-
bly, transportation, usage, and end of life. The Eco-Index,
which started pilot testing last year, provides a common frame-
work for companies to benchmark their sustainability prac-
tices, internally and, eventually, against one another. Through
a scoring system designed for each step in the product life
cycle, companies can identify changes which could improve
the sustainability performance of their products. Over 100
companies have participated in the pilot program. Frank
Hugelmeyer, president of OIA, stated: “OIA is proud of the
outdoor industry’s foundational contribution of the Eco In-
dex to the work of the Sustainable Apparel Coalition. We are
gratified to be a member of this larger coalition that shares our
values and desire to reduce the environmental and social im-
pacts of apparel and footwear products around the world. This
effort reinforces our belief that global, industry-wide collabo-
ration leads to advances in sustainability that no one com-
pany, region or sector can achieve on its own.”

Version 1.0 of the SAC Index, which is also based on a life
cycle view of apparel products covering raw materials, pack-
aging, manufacturing, transportation, consumer use and ser-
vice, end of life impacts, will be released publicly in mid-
2011 after completion of pilot testing and member review.

Texfile Asio had the opportunity to interview Delman Lee,
president of TAL Apparel. TAL, a leading Hong Kong based
apparel manufacturer, is one of four manufacturers in Asia to
be part of the SAC initiative. The interview is on page 4.

Will the Eco-Index and SAC Index enable consumers to
view the sustainability index of the textile products they
are considering for purchase, and compare it with other
competing products? Not at this time. To begin with, vali-
dation of the scoring indices for each individual product
and process will need to be conducted and periodically
updated by independent reviewing bodies. The utilisation
of benchmarks and metrics for performance improvement
and comparisons has already gained considerable momen-
tum in other fields, such as the healthcare industry. Bench-
mark data of healthcare organisations and providers are
now accessible to patients.

When accurate and objective sustainability scores are even-
tually available, it will enable consumers to make informed
decisions on their choice of textile products. n



LN

I NTERYV

E—

An Asian perspective

on Sustainable Apparel Coalition

collaborative effort amongst major textile apparel

manufacturers to promote sustainability practices
in the textile industry was launched last month as the
Sustainable Apparel Coalition. TAL Apparel Ltd., a
leading global garment manufacturer based in Hong
Kong, is one of the founding members of The Coali-
tion.

Founded in 1947, TAL has built its reputation
mainly by manufacturing woven shirts, blouses, trou-
sers, cut & sewn knit shirts, men’s suits and outer-
wear in its Asian factories for delivery to markets in
the USA and Europe. The company produces 55 mil-
lion garments a year, generating revenues of US$700
million. Tts customers include Brooks Brothers,
Burberry, Dillard’s, Hugo Boss, JCPenney,
Givenchy, Gieves & Hawkes and Tommy Hilfiger.

TAL’s garment factories, located in Hong Kong,
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam and China,
have production space totalling more than three mil-
lion sq. ft. To support its manufacturing activities, TAL
deals with external suppliers that provide fabric,
threads, buttons and zips. Technological innovations
at TAL have included non-iron, non-wrinkle finishes
for shirts and a deodorant technology, which protects
textiles against bacteria and fungi.

TAL’s President & CTO, Delman Lee, was recently
interviewed by the executive editor of Textile Asia, Max
Sung, on TAL’s involvement in the Sustainable Ap-

—

parel Coalition.

Max Sung: In terms of the lifecycle of a
shirt, how would you describe TAL
Apparel’s involvement in the manufac-
turing process?

Delman Lee: In terms of a lifecycle, I
group cotton growing, spinning, and
weaving into one phase, Phase One.
The second phase is garment manu-
facturing where we take the fabric, cut
and sew it and, maybe, do some wet-
processing treatment to it. The third
phase is the distribution to the mar-
kets — USA and Europe. The fourth
phase is the consumer phase. That is
buying the shirt and washing it. And
then the fifth phase is what consumer
do with a garment when they no longer
want it, which is most often— throw-

Delman Lee, president of TAL Apparel.

ing it away. So in these five phases,
TAL would be the second phase
where we have control over what hap-
pens in the lifecycle.

Sung: How did TAL getinvolved in the
Sustainable Apparel Coalition?

Lee: The Sustainable Apparel Coali-
tion came about at the end of last year.
We are part of a Hong Kong consor-
tium called the SFBC., the Sustainable
Fashion Business Consortium. In that
consortium, we were pilot-testing the
Eco-Index from the Outdoor Industry
Association (OIA). As part of the SFBC,
we need to use the index to see how it
works and give feedback to the OIA as
well.

Around the same time, another coa-
lition was being formed and it turned
out that a lot of my customers were in
the coalition. Soon afterwards, we
were invited to be in the coalition. The
reason for joining was, of course, there
were actually quite a lot of brands
there, from both the United States and
Europe. More importantly, the coali-
tion felt the need to involve suppli-
ers.

Currently, there are only a few manu-
facturers in Asia that are a part of the
coalition. We represent a small part, but
we need to be vocal. Itis important for
suppliers to be a part of this coalition
because the index will hopefully be



adopted by the whole supply chain, in
particular for mills and garment manu-
facturers like TAL.

Sung: it’s important to have these Asian
suppliers in the Index. Many compa-
nies, like Nike, make most of their prod-
ucts in Asia anyway. Although they are
western brands, their production is
largely in Asia. So how does that type
of participation differ from your per-
spective as an Asian manufacturer?
Lee: The brands and retailers involved
in designing the index are big brands
that either have buying offices in Asia
or go through Li & Fung or some other
agent. It's important that we’ll also be
piloting the index from the Apparel
Coalition since the brands and retailers
may not be fuily aware of all the issues
on the manufacturing side. We will be
able to provide input on the index —
thatis how it's designed and what things
need to be incorporated.

It’s goed to see a coalition of brands
that recognises the importance of get-
ting the manufacturing perspective and
involves suppliers early on in the pro-
cess. It's good to invoive manufactur-
ers from the beginning,.

Sung: In the OIA Eco Index, there is a
scoring system. In the SAC index, will
you be collecting data on each supplier,
company, and then people can look at
the suppliers and to make assessment as
to whether a certain supplier has a higher
or lower score, which will help them de-
cide whether or not they want to use that
supplier?

Lee: The Eco-Index from OlA and the
Index from the Apparel Coalition are
actually very similar. The reason is be-
cause the OIA is actually a member of
the Apparel Coalition and we have
done some alignment with the OIA In-
dex. There’s no point in duplicating
efforts when we can leverage existing
work, Therefore, the index from the
Apparel Coalition is actually based on
the Eco [ndex plus some other inputs.
One important input is Nike donating
one of its internal tools to the Coali-
tion. You could say that the Apparel
Coalition Index is an evolution of the
Eco Index. In the end, all the mem-
bers of the coalition want the same
thing; and we don’t want two compet-
ing indexes.

Sung: I'm glad to hear that, becaunse there
are so many indexes around.

Lee: That was an important issue for
suppliers. We don’t want thirty brands
each evaluating their own factories and
asking for different data.

The index takes the cradle-to-grave
product lifecycle approach and includes
the five phases that I mentioned earlier.
The index touches the spinning and
weaving mills in the first phase; garment
manufacturers such as ourselves in the
second phase; transportation to the mar-
kets is the third phase; consumer pur-
chase and use is the fourth phase.

The index not only scores manufac-
turers and suppliers but also scores the
brands because an important part to take
into consideration is the actual product
design. So, if brands and retailers de-
sign a product with materials that are
more sustainable, they will get a score
as well. Or, if a product is designed so
that it is recyclable, they will get also
get a score.

An example of a brand that designs
recyclable products is Patagonia in the
US. They have set up a recycling pro-
gram for their polyester-based garments
that are used and thrown away for recy-
cling in Japan where they make new
garments based on recycled polyester.

If a brand or retailer took some steps
whether in the product design, anything
that relates to consumer use or transpor-
tation (packaging is one of the areas),
they get a score as well.

Environmental sustainability is
quite different from social compliance
or social sustainability in the past where
brands and retailers evaluate mills and
look at facility-based factors such as
minimum wage, working hours, etc.,
which are very much facility-based,
Environmental sustainability is differ-
ent in that a lot of the impact is made
and influenced by the brands and retail-
ers, 5o they are actually part of the equa-
tion.

Sung: Although you are only in the sec-
ond phase, the effect of your manufac-
turing extends beyond that to the first
phase and the third, fourth and fifth
phases.

Lee: Out of the five phases the largest
contribution to carbon footprint is ac-
tually the fourth phase —consumer
use. Consumers usage includes pur-
chasing the shirt, washing in warm or
hot water, drying in the tumble dryer
— and if you live in USA you prob-
ably give it to dry cleaner even though
it’s not necessarily needed. The laun-
dering and drying of garments is actu-
ally the largest contributer to the car-
bon footprint.

Sung: How would you as a supplier re-
duce that type of footprint?

Lee: We have had our own carbon
footprint reduction program since the
beginning of last year to reduce our
carbon footprint intensity by 15% in
three years. We managed to achieve
7.7% in the first year. All thisis within
our own four walls, things that are
under our control-— and that’s only
the second phase of that whole
lifecycle,

We also realise that we have to in-
volve other people. In particular, if you
go ong stream upward, that means the
spinning and weaving partners we have,
we have projects with our close partners,
fabric mills, to see the type of things we
can improve on, such as use less water
or less energy, and that’s still work in
progress.

We also realised that we need to
work with other organisations and that’s
why we participated in the Eco- Index
and are now participating in the Apparel
Coalition.

But, again the largest influence is
the consumers. We as an OEM manu-
facturer do not own any brands. We
don’t have any influence on the con-
sumers, so brands and retailers have a
role to play to influence that fourth stage.

The example of recycling — the
Patagonia example — is actually the fifth
phase. Other examples are Levi’s, and
Marks and Spencer. Both brands actu-
ally increased the size of their care la-
bels and emphasise that their products
can and should be washed in cold wa-
ter. These types of measures help to
educate consumers, and change con-
sumer behaviour to reduce the energy
use in the fourth phase.
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Sung: The OIA Eco-Index is seen more
as a supplier chain-facing program,
meant for internal improvement, rather
than a consumer-facing program being
used as a branding strategy. Is that the
same concept in the Apparel Coalition,
or would people be actually putting
scores on garments? :
Lee: The Apparel Coalition is also tak-
ing a similar strategy. In the long term, I
think everyone in the industry will agree
that we want to create a consumer-fac-
ing label or score eventually, but we
realise the complexity of this goal. You
have to have very strict control on how
to evaluate the effect — things like hav-
ing a certification body come in as well
asauditors to make sure that these are
tightly controlled before achieving the
label. It is another can of worms and we
all realise the complexity of that.

The Apparel Coalition takes the ap-
proach that practitioners in the supply
chains — brands, retailers, suppliers —
need to first get used to the Coalition
Index version 1.0 and begin to under-
stand what environmental sustainabil-
ity is all about before taking it to the
consumer level.

Sung: You have a very close relation-
ship with OIA. What about other pro-
grams like Ecotex, GOTS, Bluesign?
How would they interface with the Ap-
parel Coalition?

Lee: Actually the coalition is in discus-
sion at the moment on how to involve
these other parties. We definitely do not
want to duplicate any efforts in the in-
dustry, so we invited OIA to be part of
the members. And as you know OIA is
also in line with the European Outdoor
group. So in that sense the outdoor in-
dustry in both US and Europe are all in
line.

In the Coalition Index version 1.0, we
have some metrics to quantify the im-
pact on sustainability. At the same time,
we have the guideline or the indicator
part, where we would ask to see if, in the
facility or the product design, whether
they have taken certain steps, such as
recyclability. If they did, we’ll give them
a score.

This type of scoring scheme cannot re-
ally be consumer-facing yet. It’s not that
tightly controlled. and a bit more quali-

tative to see whether they are practic-
ing certain things. But the approach of
the Coalition, and, I think, the approach
of the Eco Index too, is that we would
like the industry to begin to measure
themselves, benchmark themselves, and
begin to improve before we even get to
consumer-facing or branding.

You had asked whether the Coalition is
going to have a database to score ven-
dors. The Coalition actually doesn’t get
into competitive issues. It’s a tool for
everyone to use— the brands can take it
and evaluate themselves.

Sung: How does one become a Coali-
tion member, and will the benefit of the
index or the benchmarking be limited
to the Coalition members?

Lee: Membership in the Coalition is by
invitation only now. Currently the Coa-
lition has 30+ retailers. Getting thirty
people to come to consensus, is quite a
tough process; but it is a necessary pro-
cess. Going forward, we do have a view
of taking in more members and making
the index a tool available for wider use,
but we have not discussed whether there
will be a database or not. The coalition
is committed to a single, open, indus-
try-wide standard.

Sung: It appears that TAL already has a
lot of eco-friendly initiatives in place
before joining the Coalition. Do you
think your progress or further develop-
ment in this area will be facilitated or
expedited by your membership in the
Coalition?

Lee: As Imentioned before, we have our
own internal target — a 15% reduction
in three years. We have already done
many things to help achieve our inter-
nal target. For example, we distribute
electricity more efficiently by
identifing  heat  losses  and
insulateingthem. We also changed to
energy efficient LED lights. .

However, environmental sustainability
in a holistic way has to be beyond
TAL’sfour walls. Even if there wasn’t
an Apparel Coalition or Eco-Index, our
strategy is to work with our customers
and mills. But the fact that we have a
Coalition of 30+ international brands
that can come to agreement on how we
measure, is a good step in the right di-
rection and, T hope,it will actually ex-

pedite , sustainability from a holistic
point of view — not just focusing on
the second phase which is where we are.

The more data we have about the five
phases, the more it will help people to
focus on the important areas to work on.
TAL is very delighted to be part of this
Coalition because we see it as an inter-
national effort in addressing environ-
mental and social sustainability in a
holistic way. It takes an ethical lifecycle
approach and will hopefully solve one
of the issues that we do not have many
standardson. Manufacturers and suppli-
ers will be able towork with a standard
and be able to make improvements .

To really contribute to environmental
sustainability, manufacturers as well as
brands and retailers have to innovate and
find better ways of making garments,
using less energy, less water. Hopefully,
everyone can then focus on how to in-
novate and spend less time debating on
how to measure it in a hundred ways.

Sung: It seems that the Coalition may
have more effect on large corporations
than for small companies. Large com-
panies have the resources to take on the
added cost of manufacturing products
in an environmentally friendly manner.
Do you think that is the case? Or do you
think the small manufacturers can also
play a role?

Lee: Bigger players can have a leading
role in environmental change because
they can makesome investment that has
a longer return, and we believe that this
is one of the things that they need to do.

But at the same time I think smaller sup-
pliers can actually benefit from some of
the best practices being shared by the
leading manufacturers. Let me go back
to the Sustainable Fashion Business
Consortium in Hong Kong that we are a
part of. Its mission is to raise awareness
of sustainable practices. We run activi-
ties and actually share some of the best
practices with the bigger players in fo-
rums or workshops. For example, SFBC
is organising a seminar to showcase
technologies that the bigger players
have actually tried out and endorsed as
good things to do. Smaller enterprises
do not need spend the effort to figure
out which vendors are doing what they
claim to do. |



