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Foreword by Lily Cole

I could say shop less. I could say shop here. But I would be an annoying hypocrite, since I shop a lot and buy clothes without reading the labels. I would, however, encourage thrift shopping. I would encourage buying quality over quantity. I would encourage sewing together your own stuff, and keeping that stuff even as it falls apart (a good look, I really believe). I would also encourage a change in attitude. While it is a nice idea that we all boycott ‘bad’ designers, buy only green etc., etc., the proportion of us willing to do so is VERY marginal. It is an awkward and difficult task.

At a time when we are faced with environmental crisis, when polar caps are melting, sea levels rising, cotton and clothes production are employing child and underpaid labour, and people are producing their body weight in waste every seven weeks, the green movement must address every aspect of the concerned or thoughtful citizen’s life, right down to the clothes we wear.

While my job largely prevents me from legitimate preaching, I also happen to know a thing or two about the emptiness of excess shopping. At school, I underlined an Eric Fromm line that struck me: ‘greed is a bottomless pit that tires a person trying to satisfy a need without ever reaching satisfaction’. Yep, I can relate. I was once the prototypical material girl. But I went from the little girl who didn’t have much and wanted everything, to the girl who would buy piles of stuff and didn’t know what to do with it.

As many people are beginning to make ethical choices about their transportation or what they eat, it’s funny how few are shopping green for clothes. We may make an effort to ride bikes and buy organic apples from the farmers’ market, but rarely do we consider something as simple as the inexpensive socks on our feet.

Not many of us realise that it has likely taken a cupful of unregulated pesticides to produce the cotton in those socks. Nor are we aware of the fact that the cotton may have been picked by underpaid child labourers in Uzbekistan, travelled by ship to Bangladesh, been sewn together by workers getting paid five pence an hour for an eighty-hour week, and then flown around the world once more in a cargo plane to fit our feet for less than a pound – all because we refuse to pay more than two.

Not to mention that most socks aren’t designed to last, so we buy seven packets. But no matter, we’ll just add our disintegrating, holed pairs to the landfill site at the year’s end. The consequences are easy to overlook, buried and forgotten beneath the other one million tonnes of unwanted clothing us Brits have chucked out that year.

I know I risk sounding like a charlatan – the model trying to make you feel guilty for buying clothes while earning her keep by persuading you to buy them in the first place. The truth is, while I’ve long had misgivings about the industry I work in, it was only when the Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF) approached me last year that I really began to see the global repercussions of the fashion industry.

The EJF handed me a report detailing Uzbekistan’s environmental and human rights violations in association with cotton production. Cotton, harmful? Who would have thought? But the report was so overwhelming I was forced to fight back tears while reading it on a train across London. I’d never felt so hypocritical.

I don’t do much, and I don’t imagine I can do much, but one of the more useful consequences of my role as a model might be to encourage more people to ask questions about the global clothing industry and what we can do to change it. An obvious first step is to demand higher quality and ethics in fashion, just as we’ve begun to do in other industries.

Company chief executives and storeowners are a pragmatic bunch who live and breathe to expand and protect their revenue streams. By and large, they will be more likely to address the unethical sourcing of their products and consider change if real money is at stake. It’s a simple tug-of-war: on one side, most companies try to seduce us into buying lesser-quality products through clever advertising (using humour, models, celebrity endorsements); on the other side, smart consumers pull back by demanding better products or by holding their wallets tight. Capitalism is only as ruthless as its consumers. After all, the customer is king, right?

[image: image]

The second step (my favourite) is to buy and wear more second-hand clothes! As much as I have tempered my shopping blitzkriegs, my appetite for used and second-hand clothing has increased exponentially over the past two years. I react to seeing charity shops or vintage stores these days with the enthusiasm small children reserve for sweetshops. I’m not quite sure why, but I’ve grown to simply love ragged edges and missing buttons. I enjoy things that way. Like getting a book from a friend, instead of buying it. What’s a good pair of shoes without being perfectly worn-in? What’s a real jumper without a hole? I’ve begun to strangely enjoy monthly culls of my wardrobe – giving to charity shops, my family, my girlfriends. Nothing warms my heart more than to see my friend Lorna enjoying a pint in my old striped sailor shirt.

While reports like the one from EJF have helped open my eyes a bit wider, on a different level I’ve also found myself slowly going back to the way I was brought up. Since we never had much when I was a child, most of my clothes were inherited from my older sister. My mum was the master of creating the new from the old. She would re-tailor pieces to make them fit better or, as I suspect now, in an effort to make me feel I was getting something new and exciting. And whereas I used to burn for the fanciest clothes in the fanciest shops, I now look back fondly at my mum stitching up a torn designer dress I was to wear at a party with parts of my window curtains. I’m reminded of that beautiful Malcolm de Chazal line: ‘The idealist walks on tiptoe, the materialist walks on his heels.’ I’d like to think I’m relearning how to walk on my tiptoes.

Everything must begin somewhere. How many of us regularly bought organic food ten years ago, let alone had even heard of fair trade clothing three years ago? Enveloped by a new wider consciousness, ethical fashion seems to be a small part of what might be the tipping point, as society comes together to ask for change.

The fact that this book has been put out by a major publishing house and that you are holding it now is proof in itself that these ideas are gathering momentum. Imaginative and well researched, Green is the New Black is a resounding clarion call for this new direction in fashion, and I am honoured to have been asked to write the foreword for what I hope will become a bible for the ethical shopper.

So keep asking, keep demanding and keep being concerned. Above all, please keep in mind that we consumers are the kings and queens. If enough people ask, we get. And please remember, or at least consider, that holes can be beautiful too.

Happy shopping!
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Lily Cole x


Introduction

To be honest with you, green is not an easy colour to pull off. It’s hard to save the world when you’re busy travelling round it, on the look-out for the next big thing. As a newspaper fashion editor, I would jet off to Milan at least twice a year, and the same for New York, following the rest of the fashion circus on its quest to see the next season’s trends and designs. Then there would be the trip to Tokyo to interview a designer, a visit to São Paulo in search of Brazilian fashion, or a luxury conference in Istanbul. Most big cities host a fashion week these days: Sydney, Moscow (for some reason, it hosts two each season), Athens, Johannesburg, Lisbon, Madrid, Mumbai, Hong Kong, Beijing.

The fashion industry loves to fly – preferably with bags and cases by Louis Vuitton, which, if you are lucky, will be FedExed ahead so you don’t have to hang around the luggage conveyor belts. Magazine editors will fly a team halfway round the world to find an exotic location to serve as a backdrop for their glossy fashion stories. Models, it seems, spend more time mid-Atlantic than they do in their own homes. Fashionistas are as profligate with their carbon emissions as they are with their air kisses.

Although I don’t travel as much for work these days, I’m not perfect. In fact, I’m not even approaching perfection. My carbon footprint is 3.7 global hectares, or 6.11 tonnes (according to www.rsacarbonlimited.org), which means if everyone lived like me we would need 2.1 planets to sustain our lifestyles. I drive a car – less than 5000 miles a year, but still, I do drive a car. I wish I could drive a cute little electric G-Wiz, like the designers Eley Kishimoto, who have even covered theirs in their own print, but by the time I fitted the baby seat and the shopping into it, there wouldn’t be any room for me.

[image: image]

Biggest sin of all, of course, is that I’m a material girl. I love clothes. I have always loved clothes. It is my job to write about designers and their latest eccentricities and collections. I actively promote consumerism. I am always on the look-out for what’s new. Fashion, by its very nature, is about in-built obsolescence. It’s about waste. We fashion people revel in waste. We look disapprovingly at anyone wearing last season’s boots. We want everything to be new, new, new. We want it before it is even in the shops. We are already shopping for winter the spring before. We pride ourselves on being ahead of the game. We like nothing more than a nice, shiny (and yes, often plastic) carrier bag, full of new clothes.

The problem is, lately the whole business has started to look kind of ugly …
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I have been writing about fashion since the early 1990s, around the period when Alexander McQueen and Hussein Chalayan erupted on the London catwalks. At that time, the high street was something that complemented designer fashion. Inspirations undoubtedly filtered down, and you could always ‘get the look’ for less. But it was a relatively gentle affair. Over the past ten years, however, since the advent of brands like Florence & Fred at Tesco, and George at Asda (the first supermarket brand to launch in 1990), it has become possible to buy pretty good catwalk rip-offs for the price of a pizza, while you do your weekly shop. Everything is up for grabs, whether it is the latest Chloé handbag, or the coolest Marc Jacobs jacket. And, often, the copies are on the shelves before the real thing arrives in the boutiques and department stores – certainly, they come in bigger sizes and huge production runs, so you won’t have to join a waiting list.
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It has become a form of inverted snobbery to see who can pass off their designer look-alike as a catwalk dream, and then boast that it only cost £3 from Primark. It makes us feel smart, as though we have got one over on the designer brands. And everyone is at it, from teenage schoolgirls to footballers’ wives. In her book, That Extra Half an Inch, Victoria Beckham boasts about her supermarket buys alongside her Roberto Cavalli and Dolce & Gabbana. Cheap, fast fashion has become as much a part of our celebrity culture as McDonalds cheeseburgers and Starbucks coffee. It’s all so tempting, instantly gratifying, and great fun. Fashion magazines from Vogue to Grazia can’t get enough.

There was a time when Vogue would never have endorsed companies such as Primark, but now it’s simply seen as cheap chic. And why not? The celebrities are wearing it after all! The Sunday supplements promote the ultra cheap too. Rarely a week goes by without a mention of ASOS.com – As Seen On Screen – where you can buy a sequin trim Lurex dress ‘in the style of Paris Hilton’ for a mere £35. Incidentally, if you type ‘organic’ into the search engine, you will find some great organic cotton numbers by Nudie, Kuyichi and People Tree.

We all love to be kept up to date on the latest bargain buys. And what, you may wonder, is wrong with that?
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Fashion victims

What’s wrong is that, because clothes are so cheap and because Primark is the new Prada, we have started buying more clothes than ever before. Women’s clothing sales in Britain rose by 21 per cent between 2001 and 2005 alone, to about £24 billion, spurred by lower prices, and the fact that stores now bring new stock on to the shop floor every month rather than every season. We have become a nation of shopaholics. We love the fact that we can now buy armfuls of clothes – several outfits – for the same price we used to pay for a single item. It is, of course, part of the democratisation of fashion. What was once the preserve of an elite few who could afford it, is now accessible to all – albeit in poor-quality fabrics and badly made, wear-today, throw-away-tomorrow designs.

A Chanel jacket is all about the weight of the chain at the hem of the lining (to make the jacket hang just so) and the quality of the tweed. It will last a lifetime. But an entire generation seems to have forgotten about workmanship and quality. Instead, we want a quick, cheap fix. It’s almost better if you haven’t splashed out on the real thing, because you can chuck it out and buy a new one when you get bored. Even fashion editors, the sort of people who would never have been seen dead in their local Matalan a few years ago, will go in search of the latest cheap thrill at Primark or Peacocks. The only difference is that they wear it with their Marni and the whole look will take on a postmodern irony.

[image: image]

If you are spending £8 on a jumper, it’s worth asking, was the person who made it paid a living wage? I know you love the jumper, and I know it was a bargain, but it is no coincidence that the minimum wage for garment workers in Bangladesh halved in real terms during the 1990s. War on Want’s report, Fashion Victims, finds that machinists in Bangladesh are receiving as little as £8 a month to produce cheap clothes for British consumers – that’s a third of the minimum living wage.

The competition to make ever-cheaper clothes – to feed an increasingly voracious appetite for fast fashion – is fierce. Not only are we producing more clothes than we could possibly need in ten lifetimes, and demanding that they are cheaper and cheaper, we have lost our sense of style in the process.

The charity Traid (Textile Recycling for Aid and International Development) has been noticing a marked increase over the past few years in donations of cheap and cheerful clothing – much of which is donated with the swing tags intact. If a T-shirt cost £2 new, who is going to buy it second-hand and washed up? These are not the hand-me-downs and heirlooms of future generations. We will be lucky if they last the season before falling apart at the seams.
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Making the cut

It’s time to start asking questions. Here are some for starters. Can I make a difference to people’s lives by choosing organic cotton? Should I wear leather if I’m a vegetarian? What’s the impact on the environment of leather (all that excess methane) or, for that matter, plastic and synthetic shoes? Of course there is nothing as natural and sustainable as a woolly jumper, but should I be concerned about the practice of mulesing, which involves cruelty to the sheep? Should I wear acrylic instead? It’ll cut down on washing and aftercare and it takes a shorter time to dry, which means lower carbon emissions. You might be worrying about the number of plastic bags we accumulate in a single day’s shopping. You might begin questioning the sheer volume of clothes we are buying at knockdown prices. Are we contributing to the world’s mountain of waste? And who exactly is paying the price for our bargain catwalk rip-offs?

Of course, the closer you look, the more complex the picture. Shopping can seem like an ethical minefield these days. For example, a T-shirt bearing the now highly recognisable Fairtrade logo might only be made using Fairtrade cotton. The T-shirt itself might have been sewn together in a sweatshop in the Far East and been flown halfway across the world for distribution. The cotton, while grown by farmers who are paid a living wage, might have been produced using pesticides that are harmful both to the environment and the farmer and his family. In America, fashion designers who attempt to make sustainable clothing using fair trade practices don’t describe themselves as ‘ethical’, since the implication is that the rest of the industry is unethical. Now this may be the case, but nobody wants to start a lawsuit.

One of fashion’s thinkers, Hussein Chalayan, explains the problem: ‘It is hard to engage with the full picture. You can buy a fabric that is carefully produced but you can’t control it at every stage. Designers are depending on their producers who get their supplies from elsewhere. There’s not enough information about. I’d love to know the greenhouse emissions caused by the production of a single jacket but I can’t find that out. Also, as designers, we have to fly a lot. So any gains you make by using an organic fabric are undone by a single flight. There are lots of knock-on effects and things cancel themselves out. On average, I take about ten flights a year, mainly between London and Italy and Istanbul. I usually fly to America once a year. There needs to be a more deep-rooted solution to how things are produced.’

Thankfully, because more and more of us are asking questions – and demanding answers – the ethical clothing movement is gaining momentum. The industry is listening to our concerns and has started cleaning up its act. Companies like Marks & Spencer are going full speed ahead to change the way they work, with their aim to be carbon neutral by 2012. The first eco factory opens in Sri Lanka in 2008. The rest of the British high street is racing to keep up. H&M has launched its first organic cotton range, as has New Look, Dorothy Perkins and Primark. Sainsbury’s has launched Fairtrade cotton basics. Topshop is learning from its work with the Fair Trade label People Tree, and investing in cotton at the seed stage, to ensure that at least some of their cotton is fairly traded at every step of the way.

Thanks to the savvy consumer, and many of the designers, models and style icons featured in (and contributing to) this book, this season it’s perfectly possible to combine high principles with high fashion, in all its high-heels-wearing, trends-frenzied, air-kissing glory.

Closet confession

My own ethical epiphany happened on the hottest day of the year in the summer of 2006. I was helping to create a ‘farmers’ market of fashion’ as part of the Hackney Empire’s annual Spice Festival. It seemed fitting that there should be an eco theme to the day – many of the designers were using sustainable fabrics or recycling old clothes. We were promoting local produce from local designers and craftspeople so ‘fashion miles’ were kept to a minimum.

[image: image]

The campaign group Anti-Apathy and their flame-haired founder Cyndi Rhoades had come along to spread the word about ‘change through lifestyle’. Which meant that in the middle of the chaos and the heat was a strange sight: their ‘Earthly Sins Confessional Booth’, looking as though it had fallen out of the sky like Dr Who’s Tardis and on to the grass by Hackney Town Hall. Taking her booth to workshops and festivals around the country, Cyndi encourages those who dare to sit and confess their fashion sins. It’s a great starting point for advice and debate on sustainable style.

I ventured inside, not knowing what to expect, save at least ten Hail Marys and a couple of Our Fathers. At first glance, I didn’t fare too badly. I tend to wear clothes over and over again, so Cyndi was lenient about my Eley Kishimoto print smock, now well into its third summer and my seriously ancient (and faded) trousers – Martin Margiela 6, from years ago. As the session progressed, however, my green goddess credentials began to pale. Pushed to account for my wardrobe’s contents, it became apparent that I had no idea what I owned – apart from a complete lack of Fairtrade and organic logos and, it seemed, far too many clothes.

And so, I went home that night and embarked on a closet clear-out to make my mentor proud. I was shocked, and a little embarrassed, to discover at least two pairs of black trousers that I had never hemmed and hence never worn. One still had the swing tags on. They’d been hanging there for months. An entire season! Black trousers are always useful, of course, but why was I still shopping for them? All I needed was to get the sewing machine out and, hey presto, two new pairs without so much as a queue at the till.

Three bin-bags of clothes, shoes and It Bags later and I had some real gems to recycle, swap and sell. These included: a ten-year-old Givenchy coat (the most expensive item I’ve ever bought – well, almost – and now tragically worn at the edges); a Miu Miu skirt; a few cashmere jumpers (moth-eaten); a Paul Smith blouse (barely worn); a Clements Ribeiro raw silk tunic (well worn, but too small); plus some other bits from Gap, Muji, Zara and French Connection.

Which left me with forty-one dresses. I know, I know, who needs forty-one dresses? But something had to give. And, audit done, I had, at least, resolved to swot up on more sustainable style options before buying dress number forty-two.

Thus my quest to become an ethical fashionista, something I had toyed with for years, but never seriously implemented, had properly begun.
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If style is ultimately about self-expression, ethical fashion is increasingly the place to find it. It’s all about the joy of dressing up, discovering new fabrics, dyeing your own, being more resourceful, or simply having fun with a ball of wool. It feels to me more like the 1980s, when style was essentially finding vintage clothes, making your own or customising what you had. I look back at my old copies of i-D magazine and while the clothes might look a little odd in retrospect, they were all about individuality and creativity.

As I have found, and as you’ll see in the following chapters, there’s so much on offer today it’s easy to make the right choices. Things are changing. And in fashion, change tends to happen at a fast pace. Who knows, if you are walking round in your alpaca Ciel legwarmers, your Beyond Skin vintage heels, and your customised, recycled Junky Styling shirtdress (get the low-down on these later), you might just be starting something. Designers have spies everywhere. Your look could become their look on a catwalk near you soon.

At the very least, I hope that this
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