
Minimise environmental impacts Ask these questions

Design brief and concept 
development 
The design brief and development 
will ultimately influence the life 
time environmental impacts of the 
garment. Right from the start, eco-
design decisions can be made.

•  Identify key design outcomes so that the product’s utility and  
functionality is maximised. 

•  Design long-lasting products with future alterations and redesign  
in mind, such as adjustable hemlines and replacement buttons.

•  Products that combine different materials often cannot be recycled.  
Design to minimise use of different fixed fabric arrangements. 

•  Offer a return and recycling service for your customers.

•  How can I make the product versatile for different  
situations and conditions?

•  What is the intended lifespan of the product?  
Can it be extended?

•  Can the product be designed to last longer and  
not date as quickly?

•  How can we promote longevity and durability? 

Material selection
Your choice of materials will 
influence how the garment is 
valued and used throughout its life. 
Materials have different inherent 
impacts and so should be selected 
with care.

•  Consider the life of the garment and select the right textile to  
minimise wear, tear, stains or the need for specialist cleaning.

•  When designing a product intended to have a long life such as 
manchester, make sure textiles selected are suitably durable. 

•  Laundering creates environmental impacts due to the energy,  
water and chemicals consumed. Design to minimise laundering 
requirements; cold washing and minimal tumble drying, ironing  
and dry cleaning. This is particularly important for clothing that will  
be worn and laundered frequently such as sportswear and baby clothes.

•  Choose organic or sustainable textiles and raw materials that have  
been produced using sustainable processes rather than chemically 
intensive processes. 

•  Look for textiles that contain no harmful chemicals. 
•  Inform clients about the environmental considerations of your  

selected material.

•  Have I chosen the most appropriate textiles for the product?
•  Have I minimised the need for special laundering?
•  Were the textiles produced using sustainable processes?
•  Do I want to have my products certified organic?
•  Do the textiles carry appropriate certification? For example, 

the Oeko-Tex label on synthetic and non-organic textiles  
to assure that they are free of harmful chemicals. 

•  Are organic textiles certified by an independent organisation  
(ACO, OCIA International or NOP)? 

•  Is the cellulose (rayon, viscose and bamboo) derived from  
FSC certified timber?

Pattern making
The pattern design and layout will 
determine how much material is 
used and in what way, including 
offcuts and waste.

•  Minimise waste (offcuts, end of roll, dead space) through good  
design and layout.

•  Select textiles that have a repeat pattern (with no beginning  
or end) so the entire roll of fabric can be utilised.

•  Minimise seams and hems to reduce material used. 
•  Design patterns that tessellate (fit together) so there is less waste. 
•  CAD can generate 3D patterns which can be sent directly to 3D  

knitting machines, eliminating waste and reducing labour costs.

•  How will the pattern be laid out on flat fabric?
•  How much waste will there be? 
•  Can the garment be constructed in a different way  

to reduce waste?
•  Can it be manufactured using 3D knitting? 

Dyes and inks
Some dyes and inks contain 
hazardous chemicals.

•  Ask your suppliers about the origins of the dyes they use.
•  Specify non-toxic or natural dyes.
•  Avoid dyes and inks that contain heavy metals. 
•  Use natural or vegetable based inks and dyes.

•  Can I change to less damaging inks and dyes or entirely  
non-toxic inks? 

Garment construction
When garments are constructed 
there is usually waste. Ethical 
issues can also arise around 
employment conditions.

•  Collect scrap materials and sort for either reuse or recycling.
•  Request suppliers collect packaging, pallets and internal fabric  

tubes for reuse or return it to them.
•  Find a local service to recycle packaging.
•  Use ethical labour. 

•  Can I reuse or recycle the waste and offcuts?
•  Are textile workers being treated ethically, in accordance  

with the Homeworkers Code of Practice? 

Labelling
Informative labels on garments 
can help to reduce environmental 
impacts beyond manufacturing, 
through product use and end of 
life information. 

•  Include care instructions so consumers can maintain the  
product using low environmental impact methods.

•  Ensure labels are accessible and non-irritating so they are not  
removed after purchase.

•  Include information about donating or recycling. 

•  How can I best communicate information about use,  
care and recycling of the product to consumers to prevent  
it from being discarded prematurely? 

Packaging
Packaging protects garments  
but also creates large amounts  
of waste.

•  Preference packaging made from recycled materials.
•  Avoid using packaging that cannot be easily recycled.
•  Design packaging so that it can be reused in some way. 
•  Minimise the amount of packaging per product.
•  Pack items in bulk.

•  How can I reduce the amount of packaging used?
•  What alternatives, recycled or certified packaging  

options are available to me? 

Finishing processes
Processes that make garments fire 
retardant or water resistant can 
impact on the environment.

•  Coatings can prevent a product from being recycled.  
Check the impact and avoid where possible.

•  Where appropriate, select materials that naturally contain the  
required properties instead of adding them chemically later. 

•  Replace chemical finishes with natural alternatives.

•  What is the objective of the finishing process I intend to use?  
Can I achieve this with lower environmental impacts?
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Material Pros Cons

Natural Fibres

Cotton •  Renewable and biodegradable.
• Can be grown organically with reduced pesticides. 
• Breathes well and does not retain odours as much as synthetic fabrics.
•  Waste cotton seed can be used as feed for livestock and waste fibre as 

input for making viscose.

•  High maintenance. Requires washing at higher temperatures, 
tumble dry, requires ironing.

•  High levels of fertilizer and pesticides required in growing.
•  Water intensive to grow and process – it requires 11,000 litres 

of water to get 1kg of cotton.
•  Uses land that could otherwise be used for food crops.
•  High levels of solid waste – only 1/3 raw cotton is fibre. 
•  Little data to support that waste cotton seed and fibre is used 

much in practice.
•  Up to 20% material loss during wet processing.

Hemp •  Renewable and biodegradable.
•  Very durable, more so than most other natural fibres.
•  Requires little or no pesticides to grow.

•  Uses land that could otherwise be used for food crops.
•  Water use varies and can be a limiting factor.
•  Carbon emission in manufacturing.

Wool •  Renewable and biodegradable.
•  Natural fire retardant properties (depending on how it is processed).
•  Naturally warm and thick. 
•  Longer-fibre length then other natural fibres. 
•  Breathes well. 

•  In Australia, sheep grazing causes land degradation 
destroying native vegetation and impacting on biodiversity 
and salinity.

•  Sheep are dipped in pesticides to protect them from parasites.
•  Sheep produce methane through belching. 
•  Wool manufacturing is a water and energy intensive process.

Silk •  Renewable and biodegradable.
•  Flame resistant – no need for fire retardant coatings.
•  Mildew and mould resistant.

•  Silk worms only produce a small amount of silk.  
•  Silk is a delicate material that is expensive to use. 
•  It is a water and energy intensive manufacturing process.

Rayon •  Renewable – cellulose material from wood. •  Water, energy and chemical intensive processing methods.

Viscose •  Renewable – cellulose material from cotton.
•  Low maintenance. Wash at lower temperatures, air dry,  

no ironing required.

•  Fibre processing is water, energy and chemical intensive.

Bamboo •  Renewable and biodegradable.
•  Can be grown without fertilizers.
•  Fast growing.
•  If using lyocell manufacturing processes then 99.5% closed  

loop with less harmful chemicals.

•  Largely grown using fertilizers - investigate production 
processes.

•  Displaces food production for cash crops in developing 
countries.

•  Most fibres are produced using hydrolysis alkalization  
which uses environmentally harmful chemicals.

•  In some growing circumstances, high levels of water  
are consumed.

Synthetic fibres

Polyester •  Durable and long life.
•  Can be recycled into new fibres.
•  Can be made from used PET plastic bottles.
•  Only 2–3% material loss during wet processing.
•  The amount of water used in polyester production is less than 0.1%  

of the amount of water required for growing cotton.
•  Low laundering energy requirements due to its hydrophobic nature.

•  Petroleum based - contains embodied energy and requires 
further energy to produce the fibre.

•  Highly flammable and can melt when near heat.
•  Not suitable for all applications. 

Acrylic •  A synthetic version of wool that does not shrink. 
•  Lightweight, soft and warm. 
•  Resistant to moths, oils and chemicals.

•  Petroleum based. High CO
2
 and greenhouse potential.

•  High levels of exposure to the raw material Acrylonitrile,  
can be toxic. 

•  Requires dry cleaning or specific laundry processes  
to maintain.

•  In manufacturing, acrylic is dissolved in a solvent.

Nylon •  Very tough and durable.
•  Can be recycled.

•  Petroleum based. High CO
2
 and greenhouse potential.

•  Interior applications often require fire retardant coatings, 
making it unable to be recycled.

Polypropylene •  Recyclable.
•  Lower energy inputs then other polymers.
•  High performance to weight ratio.

•  Petroleum based - contains embodied energy and requires 
further energy to produce the fibre.

•  Highly flammable and can melt when near heat.
•  Not suitable for all applications.
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