Corporate Social Responsibility: A Fashion to follow
If there’s one headline that’s been well and truly recycled over the last couple of years it’s, “Green is the new black” or in France, “L’Ethique c’est chic.”

But ‘real’ proof that being green has  ditched its hippy image and become hip can be found on the London dating site mysinglefriend.com, whose millions of members can choose to tick the box “eco-conscious,” as a character trait> Enough of them do to suggest that, eco-consciousness is now so hot _ it could actually help win you a date. 

Unlike most fashions _ this movement didn’t trickle down from the runway and the fashion press. This is a movement which is consumer-led.

Many Shades of Green

A recent study by the University of Leeds in the U.K. has actually identified three types of green or ecologically conscious consumers: 

Selectors  - consumers who are only green in one aspect of their lives, they may recycle for instance.

Translators - are green in some aspects of their lives. They make some sacrifices in order to do what they perceive is the 'right thing'. But they do not seek out the information that they need to work out what the 'right thing' is. 

Exceptors are the greenest of the pack. Sustainability is a priority in every aspect of their lives and do a lot of research for every product that they buy. 
We can apply the same criteria to companies within the fashion industry. 

Selectors – could be those who make re-useable organic cotton shopping bags, this year’s “It bag”  Anya Hindmarch’s I’m not a plastic bag for example, was a huge hit and had people queuing overnight – yet faced criticism for the conditions in which it was made

Translators – could apply to those brands who buy organic fabrics but don’t audit the conditions in which the clothing is made or ensure that dyes are eco-friendly.  Examples could include H&M – which has a 50-item organic cotton line. 

Exceptors – could apply to the many companies now who are building entire brands based on their green credentials – like People Tree, American Apparel, Edun and Noir. 

When I started writing about ethical fashion at WWD around two years ago, many brands making ecological efforts fell into the first category, they had one green or ethical initiative and made a lot of noise about it. Now, that third category has been attracting apparel makers from supermarket private label lines, to the High Street to the luxury arena, all working toward CSR.

And for a reason:

Cottoning on to conscious consumerism

28.4 million British consumers cite ethics as an important factor in their fashion choices, according to a TNS Worldpanel Fashion study published last month.

The value of ethical consumerism in the UK 2005 (the most recent year available) surpassed sales of ‘over-the-counter’ beer and cigarettes, according to the Co-operative Bank’s annual Ethical Consumerism Report published last November – a staggering achievement

Ethical consumerism across all sectors was worth more than 29 billion pounds.

Ethical clothing spending was up 26% 

Spending in Charity shops grew 7% 

Buying for re-use – clothing grew 11% 

Further - an Ipsos poll published in July found that British consumers think caring for the environment should be the number one priority for companies, and caring for employees was second. 

Meanwhile, in the U.S. a Gallup poll about the environment published in April, found that the third most popular environmental activity after recycling and reducing energy use,  was -- buying a product because it is seen as being better for the environment - reflecting the continuing appeal of "green" consumerism. 
Ethics and business

Yet it’s not only consumers putting pressure on brands


As a host of Labor unions and human rights groups report continuing cases of abuse across the apparel industry, so pressure is growing for firms to deliver results as good corporate citizens OR risk a fallout in the markets from shareholders and ethically sensitive investment funds. 

Ethical investment grew 10% in the U.K. in 2005 versus 2004, according to the Co-op bank’s report, to more than 6 billion pounds. 


While that’s across all sectors, it suggests the financial community is increasingly interested in social performance. Fair trade pioneer, London-based People Tree just received a 500,000 pound loan from Oikocredit, an international development finance institution for example. 

As Alice Tepper Marlin, president of Social Accountability International, a nonprofit organization focusing on workers' rights, told WWD last year. 

"If you went back 15 years and suggested to a company that their consumers and the public would hold them responsible for the employment practices and environmental impact of companies they purchased their goods from, you would have been viewed as a voice from Mars," 
But that’s what’s happening. 

No more fashion victims 

This phenomenon is not unique to any price bracket or category or segment - from supermarkets to High street labels to luxury brands. 

Those businesses combining economic with environmental and social interests, are reaping the benefits:

Take Marks and Spencer – the British retailer’s green image overhaul, including its latest five year 200 million pound eco-plan, which includes commitments to take its UK and Ireland operations carbon neutral, send no waste to landfill and extend sustainable sourcing by 2012, has helped rejuvenate a somewhat stagnant brand. In May M&S posted its best profit figures since 1998.

It remains the U.K.'s largest clothing retailer, with a market share of 11.1 percent, thanks in part to celebrity-driven ad campaigns featuring the likes of Twiggy and Erin O'Connor. Ceo Stuart Rose has re-launched M&S as a "green" store. Fair trade foods and organic cotton clothing line its shelves. This year, a new generation of "green" M&S stores will open with low-energy infrastructures that reduce carbon dioxide emissions and conserve energy.
 

Climate Change
In the global luxury market too, LVMH - has been assessing greenhouse gas emissions at production sites for its various brands and identifying priority areas for reducing electricity and gas consumption. Louis Vuitton has reduced energy consumption by 40% in new stores and more than 60% of its leather goods are now shipped by boat. LVMH-owned brands are working to reduce their packaging, waste, including how to reuse and recycle window displays. 

The fees for Catherine Deneuve, Andre Agassi and Steffi Graf’s appearance in Louis Vuitton’s latest core values ad campaign, Louis Vuitton & Travel, were donated to Al Gore’s Climate Project. 

Gore’s glowing endorsement, Louis Vuitton’s support “is a major statement about how one prestigious company is taking the climate crisis seriously, both in words and actions,” is high Praise indeed from one of the world’s most prominent environmentalists.

Just last week, PPR established a department dedicated to social and environmental responsibility, The group aims to reduce its environmental impact and improve diversity among its employees. It recently partnered with a French agency that promotes jobs and training for disabled people and hired 241 employees over the past two years, beating its objective of 160. The firm also published an 88-page CSR report, detailing the carbon emissions of its divisions, as well as its performance in social audits. Huge transparency in the supply chain from a global luxury brand.

Galeries Lafayette too is said to be setting up a separate environment department.

Such initiatives from global players suggest this is a long term movement.

High fashion meets high ethics

Mainstream designers and retailers, have been forging partnerships with fair trade brands, bringing ethics and fashion kudos into one outfit!

Take Barneys department store, which this year commissioned organic brand Loomstate to make a casualwear collection called Loomstate for Barneys Green. The retailer also introduced organic and eco-friendly products across all categories in its 17 stores, and is planning a green Christmas.

People Tree, intends to make a splash at London Fashion week on Monday with its second designer collaboration with Thakoon, Richard Nicoll and Bora Aksu. After the first collaboration in May, Thakoon was said to be mulling an eco collection as an extension to his ready to wear line. People Tree also has designed a collection for Topshop and now counts the High street chain’s former buying director Jane Shepherdson as an adviser. 

Article. 23, officially launched at Pret a Porter in February, is designed by Adam Love, who previously worked with Karl Lagerfeld.

Veja – a footwear line founded in 2005, has boosted the profile of the eco-fashion movement through partnerships with brands like Comptoir des Cotonniers and designer Christine Phung.

(8th pages) Sustainable fabrics

Such mainstream involvement has led to a boom in the quality and range of sustainable fabrics as suppliers work to make them a larger part of their businesses. Fabric trade shows in the U.S. and Europe have been reporting unprecedented demand for natural fibers with brands hunting for the latest, most obscure, natural wonder fiber. 

That demand means the offer - from banana to bamboo, sea kelp to soy bean or recycled bottles may sound basic – but is becoming much refined and sophisticated. 

This year saw a boom in ingeo, for example a corn derivative that performs very similarly to synthetic materials such as oil, but is natural. 

Launched in 2003, Ingeo can be produced from any vegetable containing sugar. The fibers cost 10 to 15 percent more than standard cotton, but market research suggests consumers are willing to spend more in order to have something that is good for both them and the environment.


Chemical manufacturers providing dyes and finishes are also moving to introduce products with less impact on the environment.

And there’s no sign of demand slowing down: 

A key trend expected at Premiere Vision textile trade show in Paris later this month is sustainability, considering a clothing’s entire lifespan, looking at its manufacturing processes right up to its demise. 

As environmentally friendly textiles continue to grow there, there’s a focus on improved manufacturing processes according to the show’s fashion director Pascaline Wilhelm. 

Good news for brands like H&M which said they will be looking for the elusive combination of eco friendly and technological fabrics.

At Ethical Fashion show in Paris in October designer Maia Andersen, behind American brand Sustainable Collective will show a collection featuring a natural platinum-colored dye, made from black tea. While at So Ethic Pret a Porter last week, g=9.8, a French brand was showing lingerie and loungewear made with a fiber derived from the recycling of white pine tree pruning. 

On the runway too, during the New York collections, Behnaz Sarafpour showed pieces collection made using organic fabrics and biodegradable dyes such as a cutch plant extract from India. 

And Commuun, the rising eco-oriented, Paris-based brand designed by Japanese duo Kaito Hori and Iku Furudate, will be staging its first runway show in Paris this October. 

Fad or forever?

If organic and fair trade cotton sales are anything to go by, CSR definitely has a fashionable future. This year for the first time, demand for organic cotton outstripped supply.

Consumers looking to businesses to take greater action on climate change, are expecting greater competition on that issue in the next few years, according to Ipsos.

That competition is already being seen in the apparel industry with brands pledging to up their ecological or fair trade commitments, in a race to be the greenest and fairest of them all

M & S aims to convert almost 20 million garments to Fair trade cotton by the end of this year. The firm claims their total usage of Fair trade cotton currently accounts for around one third of the world’s supply, representing 10% of all M&S cotton.

Monoprix is to increase its fair trade and organic offer by 30% this year, from over a million items in 2006

LaRedoute claims to have sold 12% of Max Havelaar fair trade certified cotton from Mali, Senegal and Cameroon in 2006.

One of H&M's goals is to use 600 tons of organic cotton this year versus 20 tons last year

Nike intends to use at least 5 percent organic cotton in all its cotton products by 2010

Some brands are taking transparency to a new level with detailed labeling - to simplify buying for the consumer. This spring Timberland added an environmental Green Index tag providing a rating of environmental factors on certain lines. And labels by Switcher, a Swiss textiles brand, detail the item’s carbon footprint plus the name and salary of the worker who made it. 

A fashionable future

As ethical fashion industry events in the world’s fashion capitals enter their third or fourth seasons – they continue to grow. 

Last week Paris’ largest apparel trade show, Pret-a-porter, showed 90 designers in its So Ethic section, from 18 at its debut show in February 2006. Next March, it will host a separate luxury ethical show for higher-positioned brands like Katharine Hamnett and Stewart & Brown.

Milan’s White trade show will feature a sustainable fashion showcase for the first time, during Milan’s collections this month.

London’s Esthetica will present 25 designers next week, up from 12 at its debut edition and is planning to move to a bigger location next season to host more brands

Ethical Fashion Show in Paris next month, will feature 100 designers, up from 20 at its debut edition in 2004 and a similar show is slated for Rio de Janeiro next year.

And the number of fashion courses offering classes in sustainable development, ecology and ethical production, point to an incoming generation of designers who don't see profits and principles as in conflict. The London College of Fashion is to open a center for sustainable fashion in April 2008.
Recent graduates are taking social and environmental issues into their own hands and launching ethically sound lines which their peer groups seem only to willing to buy.

Three-quarters of the students surveyed for the 2007 Alloy College Explorer study cited "fair labor practices" as most important in determining a company's social responsibility. Two-thirds said "eco-friendly" methods were most significant, and nearly as many, 63 percent, cited charitable donations as characteristic of a corporate conscience.

So as companies compete to boost their eco and ethical credentials, achieving a combination of all three could provide the added value, the differentiating factor, the feel good factor for the consumer. 

CSR is far bigger than the fashion industry – it’s growing rapidly across other sectors -  

The fashion world, though tarnished by high profile news stories about labor violations and the environmental impact of its very fickle nature _ is fortunate to be an industry that’s not about oil or transport, whose work Ipsos found is instantly seen as in conflict with the environment by consumers.

Consumers now know fashion brands can be environmentally friendly and socially responsible – and still look cutting edge. 
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