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“The fashion industry is considered by the UN 

Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD), to be the second most polluting 

industry in the world” [after the oil industry].

- news.un.org

https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=2005


What’s in Our Clothes?
• Carcinogenic aromatic amines (related to azo dyes)

• Allergenic dyes

• Heavy metals (e.g. cadmium, chromium, lead, mercury, 
nickel, etc....) in some dyes/pigments

• Organotins (e.g. MBT, TBT, TPhT, etc....) in the making of 
polyester, or used as a textile preservative

• Chlorinated benzenes and toluenes

• Flame retardants 
o PBDEs, pentaBDE, OctaBDE, etc.

o Perflourooctanesulfonate (PFOS) 

• Formaldehyde (to make clothing less wrinkle prone)

• Phthalates (e.g. DEHP, DINP, etc.)



Did You Know?

Polyester is made of…..

PLASTIC

Over 80% of polyester is manufactured using antimony as a 

catalyst. Along with being a carcinogen, antimony is toxic to 

the heart, lungs, liver and skin. – oecotextiles.com



Health Effects of Pesticides

A large body of  evidence has linked certain pesticides with breast 

and other cancers, include Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma - including 

the recent WHO report on Roundup

Certain pesticides are suspected of  disrupting the body's hormone 

system (endocrine disruption) by mimicking or blocking natural 

estrogens and other hormones.

Some pesticides, especially insecticides (like chlorpyrifos), can 

damage the nervous system and affect IQ. Some studies are linking 

pesticide exposure with Parkinson’s disease & autism.



Organic Cotton
 Grown without pesticides and synthetic fertilizers     (conventional 

cotton = 25% of world’s pesticide use; often GMO)

 A small but growing percentage of overall cotton market, organic 
cotton is grown in 18 countries including USA, India, Turkey, Peru, 
and China; grown on ~1M acres and is a $multi-billion industry.

 Nike has committed to using over 50% organic or recycled cotton in 
its products, and even H&M had a goal of using only water-
conserving, recycled or organic cotton as of 2020.

 Look for the Global Organic Textile Standard label (GOTS)

…and the Fair Trade Label



Hemp

 Industrial hemp, Cannabis Sativa, contains only about 

.03–.05% of the chemical THC (tetrahydrocannabinol), vs. 

marijuana which contains 3-20%.

 Hemp is a very hardy plant and can be harvested 3x per 

year; the fabric is sturdy and feels like linen. 

 Hemp has been grown for at least the last 12,000yrs; 

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson both 

cultivated hemp on their farms. Was used for rope and 

sails.



Lyocell (Tencel™) & Modal

 Made of eucalyptus trees; uses less water than cotton 

per lb. Majority of it is produced by an Austrian 

company that prides itself on recycling almost all of its 

processing fluids.

 Modal is a type of cellulosic fiber made specifically from 

the cellulose of beech trees



Bamboo
 Is a type of grass that grows back very rapidly

 Fabric is very soft, so is often made into yoga clothing, 

socks, towels, & sheets

 But chemicals (sodium hydroxide, carbon disulfide) are 

used in the processing of cellulose



Other Fabrics

 Azlon (Soy)

 Cupro (regenerated cellulose 

derived from cotton waste)

 Ingeo (corn biopolymers)

 Seacell (algae)

 Linen (flax)

 Recycled polyester from PET

 Also: natural dyes



Animal Based Fabrics
 Leather (Alts = muskin, piñatex)

 Wool

 Fur 

 Snake & Alligator skin

 Silk (Alt = Tussah)

 Cashmere (goats)

 Down (feathers)



High End Brands –

Are they Sustainable?

- Org. cotton = 4

- Hemp = 5

- Tencel = 10

- Bamboo = 4

- Sustainability plans/statements: 14



Green Laundering

 Use eco-friendly, bio-based detergents without 

fragrance, or laundry balls

 Use green dry cleaners

 Wet cleaning

 Greenearth (silicone-based)



Bedding and Housewares
 Be aware of fire retardants – PBDEs.

 Polyurethane foam and adhesives may contain ethylene 

oxide, a probable carcinogen (EPA)

 Look for organic cotton, hemp, bamboo sheets & towels



Baby Stuff

 Flame retardants are in some 

pajamas; as well as nursing pillows, 

cribs, changing pads, and stroller seats 

containing polyurethane foam.

 Associated with attention deficit 

disorder, hyperactivity, hearing 

problems, slow mental development 

and possibly cancer



“Under U.S. law, cosmetic products and ingredients do 

not need FDA approval before they go on the market. 

The one exception is color additives.” --

fda.gov/cosmetics

• One-third of  personal care products contain at least 

one chemical linked to cancer, according to the Skin 

Deep report by the Environmental Working Group of  

Washington D.C. (www.ewg.org)

See: www.safecosmetics.org

http://www.ewg.org/


Ingredients to Watch Out For

 Phthalates are associated with hormone disruption, and 

cause reproductive birth defects in lab animals, particularly 

males.

 Parabens are another ingredient used as an anti-microbial 

preservative- weakly estrogenic, one study found that 

parabens act in concert with other estrogen mimickers and 

our own natural estrogen, putting us at greater risk for 

breast cancer.

 Nail polish contains formaldehyde, toluene, & phthalates

but there are alternatives available.

 Black hair dye can contain coal tar





Where the Fashion Industry Needs 

to Go From Here
 More attention paid to the environmental impacts, the wearer’s 

health, and garment workers’ conditions

 Cradle-to-Cradle manufacturing towards a “circular” fashion 
economy to reduce waste; “100%” fabrics are easier to recycle

 Transparency in clothing labels, and trace-ability of how items 
are handled along the supply chain.

 Following of standards 
 Global Organic Textile Standard (GOTS)

 European Union’s Oeko-Tex Standard

 Bluesign Standard (RSL)

 The Higg Index, 

by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition



Tips on How to Green Your Wardrobe

Currently, 85% of clothing is ending up in landfills – US EPA.

1) Decide if you really need it. 

2) Determine if what you need could be found at a thrift store, 
consignment shop, or online re-selling sources. 

3) When you need new clothing, seek natural fabrics that have 
the least environmental impact

4) Launder clothing using eco-friendly methods

5) Instead of tossing salvageable clothing, mend it. 

6) Donate clothing in good condition back to a thrift store so it 
can be reused.



So Where Do You Find 

Eco-fashions?



World Fair Trade Organization 

Fair Trade Summit, Peru
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