DENIM SPECIAL

RIGHTEOUS DENIM

FOR THIS SPECIAL ISSUE, WeAr ASKS TOP DENIM PROFESSIONALS – INCLUDING DESIGNERS, CEOS, MANUFACTURERS, FABRIC AND FIBER SPECIALISTS – WHAT WILL BE THE CRUCIAL INNOVATIONS THAT FINALLY POSITION DENIM AS A SUSTAINABLE CATEGORY

Ani Wells, Founder, Simply Suzette

The denim industry has been working tirelessly to come up with solutions to producing this resource intensive garment. But, it seems, the collaborative efforts and knowledge shared within the denim community has put us ahead of the fashion industry in general. 

Traditionally, synthetic indigo requires petroleum, formaldehyde and cyanide, as well as other toxic substances, to turn the powdered form into a liquid dye. However, the newest innovation is bio-engineered indigo, which genetically engineers bacteria to mirror the way Polygonum Tinctorium makes and holds its color. This, paired with regenerative / carbon positive farming methods and chemically recycling cotton textiles, will help position denim as a ‘sustainable’ category. 


Maurizio Donadi, Founder, Atelier & Repairs

While innovation is about technical experimentation and may take time, the first innovative step to make denim a more sustainable garment is to produce less of it. 
In fact, the vast majority of issues with denim lie in design flaws and the extraordinary overproduction of jeans, compromising the health of people and the environment. 

Here I suggest a few steps toward a more sustainable and responsible approach to denim:
1. Design for circularity and commit to producing long-lasting goods. 
2. Reduce production.
3. ‘Re-imagine’ / re-design so as to reduce the extraordinarily high obsolete global inventory of finished product and textile. 
4. Invest in textile technology and testing in order to create the friendliest products for people and the environment. 
5. Publicly and transparently share the way your brand works.

In the end, it comes down to a simple concept: be content with your company being smaller in size, higher in quality, equally profitable for investors and workers and, most importantly, honest. 


Paul Dillinger, Vice President of Global Product Innovation, Levi Strauss & Co. 
 
We’ve got a great-looking pair of Levi’s in our archive that are about 134 years old: a beautiful shade of indigo and a stunning authentic finish. The fit is wearable and relevant, and would look great on the streets of Tokyo, Paris – or even Paris, Texas. The relative environmental impact from making a jean in 1884 is nearly negligible when amortized over 134 years. We’ve made ‘sustainable jeans’.  

We can refine and improve the technical industrial cycle – exploring advanced man-made cellulosic fibers made from post-consumer garment waste to replace virgin cotton. We can use newly re-formulated synthetic dye types that save water, eliminate effluent and reduce the carbon footprint of denim production. Alternatively, we can work to revive a more natural industrial cycle – eliminating synthetic material and chemical inputs through the use of organic cotton, hemp and indigo alternatives.  
 
The best expression to this multidisciplinary ‘systems-based’ approach is our new Levi’s WELLTHREAD jeans made with Circulose from ReNewcell– a new recycling technology that turns old jeans into a new, high-quality viscose alternative.  
 
Following strict standards for circular production, we sent samples of these new jeans made from old jeans back to ReNewcell and confirmed that they can be put back into their circular system for a potential 3rd generation of material value. This approach to holistic design for circular systems will be the ‘deciding innovation’ that ensures a sustainable future for our industry. 


Adriano Goldschmied, Founder, Genius Group
Sustainability in denim business involves farming, indigo dye production, chemistry, textile machine makers, spinning, weaving, indigo dye systems, fabric finishing, garment design, pattern making, cutting and sewing, garment finishing, creating energy, transportations and many other elements. Clearly, there isn’t a ‘secret weapon’ that could improve them all at once. Only a combination of initiatives in every area can transform denim from the second most polluting industry to a sustainable one.
Lately, there has been a lot of discussions around garment finishing. The introduction of new machines like Ozone and Laser, as well as water recycling and new methods and wash formulas, brought a dramatic improvement. But all the other steps involved in making a jean require the same attention. 
Luckily, change is underway. Take, for instance, the inventions by HUUE: through a biological process, they plan to produce indigo dye from sugar cane, eschewing the toxic method we use today.    
In the end, the most game-changing innovation is collective awareness of the importance of sustainability. 

Iu Franquesa, Founder, Companion Denim
For the biggest portion of denim, where the jeans are pre-washed and distressed, the key factors in sustainability will be the reduction of water consumption, and using fewer and more environmentally friendly chemicals, along with reducing the carbon footprint by shortening the production distances between the suppliers to the warehouses and the shops.
Sustainability should be taken as a holistic concept that is implemented across each and every detail, be it the product itself, the labeling, the packaging or even the shipping method.
Laura Vicaria, CSR Manager, MUD Jeans 

Currently, cotton is one of the most environmentally expensive steps in the production of jeans. This is true even when you use organic cotton. Therefore, further reducing or eliminating our dependency on this raw material could have a significant positive impact. MUD Jeans is currently working on a project called the Road to 100. In collaboration with Circle Economy, Saxion University, and Recover, the objective is to create a pair of jeans that is 100% made from post-consumer recycled cotton. Through this project, we aim to tackle the short fiber issue: standard mechanical recycling blends recycled cotton into yarn that is used to make new jeans, but the cotton is shredded in such a way that the resulting fibers are too short. We are resolving this by mixing two recycling techniques: molecular and mechanical. Through this combination, we aim to maintain the look and feel of jeans while eliminating the use of virgin organic cotton entirely. 

Martin Höfeler, CEO, ARMEDANGELS 
 
We all love our denims, but denim is a dirty business. With us, no harmful chemicals are used to treat our denims. We use modern techniques such as laser or ozone treatment. You will hardly spot a difference to conventional bleaching, except that we use 85% fewer chemicals. And for the rest, we make sure it meets the GOTS criteria. A few more nice figures: laser saves 62% energy and 67% water. With our ‘detox denim’, we are taking a big step forward towards a more sustainable fashion industry.

 
Uwe Kippschnieder, Denim Developer, CLOSED
 
Today there are great opportunities for all three aspects of denim:
 
The yarns: I believe reducing the amount of fresh cotton is key on the mill’s side.
This could be by using modern cellulose fibers such as Tencel Refibra or by expanding the recycled content of a denim.
 
The dye: There are revolutionary techniques, such as Kitotex, Smart Indigo, vegetable sizing agents or dyeing methods using nitrogen. Each one of them is drastically reducing the use of chemicals, water and energy, and some of them can be combined for even greater results.
 
The wash: Italian laundries such as Everest or I.T.A.C. have been putting all their efforts into ‘greener’ washes for many years. Thanks to their steady R&D, we are now able to create perfect vintage images but on a super-low impact base.

High-definition laser, ozone treatments, artificial instead of pumice stones, foam and nebula applications: all these techniques lead us to more sustainable washings.
 

Angel Nokonoko, Founder, NokNok Denim

If we are talking about having close to 100% sustainable products, then we have to innovate and invest in different areas; in the way we source the raw materials, using recycled or organic fibers, and making trimmings like buttons, zippers or rivets using chemical-free products. Another key point is the washing process: laundries need to invest in innovative technologies that will help achieve sustainable washes with machines like Ozone, Eflow or Laser, among others, which will substitute bleaches and other harmful chemicals. In addition, innovation in new ETP plant technologies will reduce water and electricity usage.

But the most important and decisive innovations are awareness, information and responsibility – and that the consumer understands this industry and that the industry is transparent and ethical in its practices.

Andrea Venier, Managing Director, OFFICINA+39

A big change is happening in the denim industry, and personally I like the challenge. And for a chemical company like us, this means huge R&D investments to replace old practices with better and greener ones. 

Products like potassium permanganate alternatives are really innovating our denim industry. 
But in the end, the big innovation for the denim sector is to transform the fashion industry into a transparent, responsible and sustainable system that celebrates the stories, the people and the resources behind each pair of jeans.

Tricia Carey, Director Global Business Development Denim, Lenzing

There isn’t just one innovation that will allow us to make a sustainable garment; it takes all the innovations to collide in a scalable way – only then will we have a sustainable garment. It is about looking at best in class for each component. Utilizing fibers with a low environmental footprint, like Tencel Lyocell fibers or circularity with Refibra technology, as a starting point. A reduction in water, chemical and energy use in indigo dyeing and utilizing laser and ozone technology for finishing with fair labor standards. Redefining value to mean a best in class product while considering people and the planet. 


