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Not just Lip Service
from Fibre to Fashion

M

ission: make the ethically sourced, Fairtrade
certified organic cotton face mask accessible to
all.

Not all face masks are equal. The one shown here is my
fourth, and they differ in fit, comfort, wearability, design,
price, with or without replaceable “PM2.5” 5-ply filters.
Some are made from cotton, and naturally we cannot
touch or try before we buy these days. Many are sold
online, so buying decisions largely depend on design,
price and user reviews.
Me with designer face mask

So what’s the problem with conventional cotton
or disposable face masks?
Single-use face masks are not recyclable, thus only
adding to the landfill debacle.

Environmental issues
Did you know 2700 litres of water are used to make one tee,
enough for you or me to drink for 900 days? Add that pair of
denim and we clock up 12,500 litres of fresh water in their
production.
Three-quarters of the earth is water, but less than 1% is freshwater
fit for human consumption. If all the world’s water is in a 5-litre jug,
Cotton Face Mask, washed to dry

only a tablespoon of that is fresh water. Over two-thirds is frozen,
and that leaves a teaspoonful to grow our crops, feed livestock,
and provide drinking water for 8 billion people.
Cotton is thirsty. Some experts contend that cotton is the largest
user of water among all agricultural commodities. Textile fibre
production accounts for 69% of the global grey water footprint.
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Yet more Environmental issues
2.5% of the world’s cultivated land is cotton plantations, but 16%
of pesticides used worldwide is used in growing cotton, together
with a vast number of toxic chemicals used in production.
20% of global water pollution is due to dyeing textiles. Exposures
lead to long term health complications and infertility in women. It
is also the second largest polluter of our water systems after
growing food crops.
76% of global cotton land area is cultivated with genetically
modifi ed organism (GMO) cotton.
But only 0.93% of world cotton production is organic.
Intensive energy consumption to grow, manufacture, transport
and care (washing, drying and ironing).

T-shirt and Denim
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Governance Challenges
• As seen from the above simplified cotton supply web, it is difficult to trace the origins of

cotton fibres. Cotton harvested and ginned from one farm (e.g. Uzbekistan) might be
mixed with those from other farms or even other countries (Turkmenistan), before spun in
mills elsewhere (India), dyed in Turkey, fabric woven in Bangladesh and then turned into
garments in China.

• Supima Cotton (a premium varietal grown in the US and Australia) champions From Seed

to Stitch traceability. It is now scientifically possible to spray a fine mist of applied synthetic
DNA onto cotton fibre at the gin before it is baled. The molecular tag stays on it through
weaving and cutting, so the raw material can be traced.

• It is not clear how much the additional verification procedures would cost. Western

consumers are addicted to low prices, hence a race to the bottom.

• Many brands and retailers want ethics but are compelled to deliver profits. Survival is

paramount in the Covid age, with retailers suspending supply chain audits leaving many
who work in this field now unemployed.
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Reimagining the Cotton Supply Ecosystem to maximise positive impacts.
The Ellen MacArthur Foundation champions ‘Make Fashion Circular’: moving from
the current ‘take, make, dispose’ paradigm to ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ and design
waste out from the start. If we were only to put on a face mask, an unassuming Tshirt with a pair of jeans to go out, we need to talk about cotton.

17 UN Sustainable Development Goals
Regenerative Agriculture
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What next?
Instead of the linear transactional flows of materials and money as depicted in the
cotton supply web (p.3), the previous cotton ecosystem (p.4) depicts some of the
key stakeholders (not exhaustive) who form a fluid complex adaptive system with
changing interrelationships and interdependencies. Together, they make up the
current business models from fibre to fashion.

These direct and indirect relationships between actors are also shaped by shifting
geopolitics, history, social and cultural norms and trends. As cotton is an
agricultural crop, it is also at the mercy of changing weather patterns exacerbated
by climate change. Demand and supply from seeds to stitch are further
complicated by changing Covid-19 guidelines and restrictions from country to
country. If we wish to change and improve how things are and have always been,
we need to enquire and understand these relationships, identify gaps and
bottlenecks where disruptive innovation might be most effective and scalable. For
example, the Swiss company Remei documents how it implements all-holder
business practices and traceability with its bioRe sustainable cotton standards.

In the UK, besides the premium Sea Island and the few and far between organic, it
is hard to distinguish quality and determine provenance. This is particularly
relevant in the age of growing e-commerce. Only a month ago, I had never
thought about where the cotton was grown and how it was sourced beyond the
‘Made in ____’ declaration on my clothing.

I discovered Supima cotton (mostly grown in the USA and described as the
champagne of all cottons) recently. Now, if I wanted, I could even contact Jacob
Cauzza of Cauzza Growers in Buttonwillow, California since his details are listed on
a couple of fashion brands’ websites. I recently purchased a Supima cotton jumper
from a reputable global high street fashion chain for £12.90 in their end-ofsummer sale. This label has extensive information on its website regarding their
sustainability principles and practices, including their setting up a Jeans Innovation
Centre in Los Angeles to research and develop jeans production with far less water
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usage. £12.90 almost seems too good to be true, so either something has to give,
or other brands sell their premium cotton products at hugely inflated prices.

With the now mandatory and ubiquitous face mask lies new opportunities in
addressing the social and environmental issues in cotton production and supply
chains. The Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) and Fairtrade websites list substantial
benefits for all stakeholders. The Soil Association hails organic cotton as the holy
grail in restoring balances to our conventional cotton agriculture and production.

So why are most cotton products sold in the UK rarely organic or Fairtrade
certified? BCI’s website suggests that the participating cotton farmers are not
concerned where their produce ends up through complex supply chains. It further
adds that traceability is costly and counterproductive, and the additional costs
have to be borne by the consumer and that would not gain traction. Whilst
consumers might be reluctant to pay more for fast fashion, there is growing
evidence that millennials and Generation Zs now favour brands whose reputations
align with their values and eco-consciousness. We need both supply side
intervention (mandatory audit and compliance) and demand side (consumers)
pressure.

STOP
PRESS
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EPILOGUE
In the age of Covid, a well-designed and value for money face mask is a universal
human right, not a niche luxury. Disposables are not recyclable and polyester
versions might release microfibres into our water system when washed.

Maximising positive social and environmental impacts through textiles (organic
cotton) at an affordable price should be our universal goal. If the Frieze and
Deutsche Bank limited-edition Idris Khan face mask (Stop Press p.6) retails for £40
(albeit to raise funds), there is a business opportunity here to explore.

I do not work in the fashion industry, garment trade, environmental or supply chain
audit. It is my passion for fashion photography, justice and sustainability that
propelled me to undertake substantial research in writing this not-so-radical
provocation paper. This is only the beginning. I very much hope the London
Design Biennale will connect me with other eco-entrepreneurs, designers and
radicals to create new and innovative business models in sustainable fashion,
beginning with an ethically sourced, Fairtrade and certified organic cotton
template, to enable customisable designs for face masks and anything else.

ORGANIC COTTON
looks good
feels good
stays safe

Authentic
Transparent
Traceable

Simple
Quality
Personal

7 of 7

