
SUSTAINABLE OUTDOOR NEWS
Suston

DEMYSTIFYING 
THE HIGG 
INDEX
The sustainability 
tool that everybody’s 
heard of but still 
knows little about.

EXPERT
RETAILERS
Learn from the 
pioneers in Europe 
and North America.

UPCOMING 
EVENTS
A guide to international 
events around 
sustainable materials.

THE  
MATERIAL  
ISSUE
The most important Q & A 
about sustainable materials 
in outdoor products

Learn the  basics about Eco Cotton, Recycled Polyester and other materials!
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HOW MUCH DO RETAILERS KNOW ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY THEMES? 

HOW MUCH DO RETAILERS KNOW ABOUT MATERIAL SUSTAINABILITY?
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NEW GUIDE TO SUSTAINABLE MATERIALS
In Spring 2019, we asked over 120 retailers about their sustainability insights, 
strengths and knowledge gaps. Our survey* showed that the outdoor com-
munity wants better information about sustainable materials and themes.

These issues are even more relevant today. Together with European Out-
door Group, we will produce a printed guide to sustainable outdoor materi-
als. The main target group is retailers around Europe, but also designers, 
product managers and others.

In this guide, your company can advertise your most important messages/
products when it comes to materials.

*The survey Sustainability Insights was produced in collaboration with the European Outdoor Group.
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MATERIALS

Egyptian artifacts dating back 
to 5000 B.C. feature leather 
in everything from sandals to 
military equipment to shrouds 
for burying the dead. Fast for-

ward to today, and leather remains a sta-
ple material in the footwear, apparel and 
upholstery industries, with total exports 
in 2017 exceeding US$157 billion. 

Where does leather come from? 
Leather is made from various “hides”, or 
animal skins, which undergo a “tanning” 
process that essentially mummifies the 
skin into a usable form. Generally, hide 
is retrieved as a by-product of animal 
farming for food. Cows supply the bulk 
of hide, while other animals like sheep, 
goat and crocodiles are used to meet 
other custom demands.

Once the hide is cleaned of meat, 
fat and hair, it may then be pickled or 
bleached and finally, tanned. Tanning 
processes differ according to region and 
demand. Traditionally, tanners were 
made from vegetables that contain 
tannins, the substance that makes your 
mouth pucker when you take a sip of red 
wine. Essentially a binding agent, it also 
keeps leather from turning into a pile of 
rotting flesh. Once tanned, the leather is 
dried, lubricated, and dyed before being 
shaped into the desired form.

Health concerns 
In terms of consumer health, research 
surrounding the long-term effects of 
exposure to finished leather remain in-
conclusive. Nevertheless, even if leather 
isn’t directly harmful for the consumer, 
it often is to the people making it. 

Most contemporary tanners are made 
from chromium salts, which are a com-
bination of chromium (a mineral) and 
other chemicals. Though chromium is a 
naturally occurring element, toxic forms 
of it are produced in industrial activities 
like leather-making. Exposure to chro-
mium fumes has been clearly linked with 
reproductive and respiratory problems 
as well as cancer. Its presence along 
with other hazardous compounds make 
tanner especially difficult to recycle or 
reuse, and poses a significant problem in 
terms of waste collection. 

Most leather is made in countries 
with limited environmental protection 
standards. As a result, unusable tanner 
is often dumped into waterways and 
soil instead of being properly disposed. 
Tannery workers are especially vul-
nerable. In India, home to the highest 
concentration of tanneries, the city of 
Kanpur treats up to 40 million liters of 
tannery wastewater per day. It’s estimat-
ed that only 20 percent of this actually 
gets clean. 

Environment and animal welfare 
As a biproduct of the livestock industry, 
some may argue that leather is a respon-
sible way to use material that would 
otherwise go to waste. Unfortunately, 
it’s not quite so clear-cut. Most leather 
is sourced from factory farms, where not 
only is the skin included in the valuation 
of their products, it’s often the most 
profitable part. Anything that can’t be 
sold (as much as 70 percent of the hide) 
then gets discarded as solid waste. 

The fact is that the leather industry 
relies on factory farming, whose busi-
ness model depends on the leather 
industry – decoupling the effects of each 
industry from one another is therefore 
impossible. 

Industrial farming is particularly 
disturbing from an animal rights per-
spective, whereby most animals live in 
crammed conditions with no natural 
light. In order to prevent injury from 
close contact, they may have their teeth, 
horns and tails removed. Many are given 
growth hormones to maximize yield.

Things get even more complicated 
when measuring factory farming’s larg-
er effects on the environment. Animal 
runoff poses a direct threat to water and 
soil health through antibiotic exposure, 
acidification and other processes. Fur-
thermore, the global livestock industry 

Durable, malleable and attractive – Leather is arguably among the 
most globally prevalent materials, both historically and today. But 
it’s credentials in terms of ethics and sustainability are not quite so 
straight forward. Suston provides a primer on the subject.
BY CRISTIANA VOINOV ILLUSTRATION NADIA NORBÖM

Facts You Should 
Know About Leather
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What is down and where does it 
come from?
Down is the fi ne, insulating layer of 
feathers found underneath the coars-
er exterior feathers of waterfowl like 
ducks and geese. Down has become 
pervasive within the outdoor industry 
in cold-weather applications, and not 
without good reason: down’s insulation, 
weight and compaction characteristics 
make it truly a wonder-product that 
alternatives fi nd hard to match. 

Is down sustainable?
As a biobased, recyclable and biodegrad-
able product, down holds an impressive 
sustainability profi le. But the ethics 
surrounding down can be somewhat less 
straight forward: as down comes from 
geese and ducks, animal welfare is a top-
ic that repeatedly raises concern.

Is down animal-friendly?
Many of these animal welfare issues stem 
from the fact that much of down comes 
from the food industry as a by-product. 
While this actually adds to its overall 
sustainability, the food industry has its 
own practices with geese and ducks that 
many fi nd hard to stomach. Foremost 
among these is the practice of “forced 
feeding,” whereby a funnel is inserted 
down the geese’s throat to stuff  down 
food and enlarge its liver for foie gras.

Another particularly cruel practice in 
the down industry has been “live pluck-
ing,” whereby the down will be plucked 
from a living goose or duck, so that it 

can then be regrown and plucked several 
times over per animal.

Thus, the short answer is no, much 
down found on the market today is not 
coming from sources that practice hu-
mane animal treatment. 

What’s being done to change that? 
The fact that down involves animals in 
captivity and their eventual slaughter 
notwithstanding, geese and ducks in-
tended for the down industry needn’t 
suff er the cruelties mentioned above 
while alive. In the absence of any global 
animal welfare standards for waterfowl, 
and following criticism from animal 
welfare groups, several outdoor industry 
actors have taken initiative to secure 
a traceable down supply chain and set 
standards to ensure the animals live the 
best possible lives. 

Which are the leading standards?
While there are numerous independent 
and proprietary standards, two leading 
down standards are the Responsible 
Down Standard and the Global Traceable 
Down Standard.

The Responsible Down Standard 
(RDS) was launched in 2014 and is an in-
dependent and voluntary global standard 
that was developed with the input of 
animal welfare groups, industry experts, 
brands and retailers. Down is only RDS 
certifi ed if its entire supply chain passes 
a third-party audit that ensures a holis-
tic respect for animal welfare has been 
maintained from hatching to slaughter 

– including no live-plucking or forced 
feeding. Only 100% certifi ed down car-
ries a consumer-facing RDS label.

The Global Traceable Down Standard 
(GTDS) is used primarily in the appar-
el industry, and essentially shares the 
same animal welfare standards as the 
RDS above but is somewhat stricter on 
at least one count. This relates to the 
down’s “Parent Farm,” whereby the 
GTDS requires mandatory certifi cation 
of farms that produce the eggs, regard-
less of whether or not down is produced 
here. While RDS is undergoing revision 
at time of writing, this is currently op-
tional and parent farms only need to be 
certifi ed if down is also produced there.

Will the standards make a diff erence?
Yes. Although the outdoor industry is 
estimated to account for just 1% of glob-
al down consumption, by using consid-
erable leverage in raising awareness and 
promoting ethical down, the outdoor 
community can continue to blaze trail 
for the remaining 99%.

As with all products derived from living animals and produced on 
an industrial-scale, there are undeniably animal welfare concerns 
with down. Suston helps you navigate them.
BY JONATHAN FRAENKEL-EIDSE

Facts You Should 
Know About Down
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First, what exactly is cotton and how 
is it made? 
Cotton is a fi ber that grows protectively 
around the seeds of the cotton plant. 
To make cotton fabric, the fl uff y fi ber 
(called the boll) is separated from the 
seeds, and then aligned, spun, and wo-
ven. The cotton plant also has other 
uses, producing everything from cotton-
seed oil, paper, and even sausage casings. 

What is the diff erence between cot-
ton and organic cotton? 
The diff erence between cotton and 
organic cotton lies in production. The 
majority of conventionally grown cot-
ton uses genetically modifi ed seed to 
produce more fi ber per crop. Organic 
cotton, on the other hand, is strictly 
unmodifi ed, and must be grown without 
the use of synthetic herbicides, pesti-
cides and fertilizers. 

What gives a cotton fabric the label 
of “organic”? 
There is no way to tell if something is or-
ganic just by touch or sight, so labels are 
important – they will indicate whether a 
product has been certifi ed organic by an 
independent third-party. 

But from here it gets a bit complicat-
ed, as not all countries regulate organic 
textile labeling the same. The U.S., for 
example, recognizes organic cotton if the 
crop meets certain federal (USDA/NOP) 
standards for growing and harvesting 
plants, while the European Union’s 
Ecolabel requires a percentage of organic 
cotton or integrated pest management 
(IPM) cotton. Many other countries have 
no legal basis for labeling textiles “organ-
ic” whatsoever.

Fortunately, independent accredi-
tors like the Organic Content Standard 
(OCS) and the Global Organic Textile 
Standard (GOTS) can determine which 
cottons have been grown and processed 
in an organic manner, and products 
containing certifi ed textile can be affi  xed 
with a consumer-facing label. 

How do these standards work? 
The OCS works at the farm level with ap-
proved national certifi cation authorities 
to verify that a fi nal product contains 
mostly organically grown and harvest-
ed plants. GOTS, on the other hand, 
ensures production meets environmen-
tal and social criteria. Moreover, with 
GOTS, integrity is maintained through-
out every step in the supply chain from 
farm to fi nished product, including the 

otherwise especially polluting dyeing and 
fi nishing stages of production.

A US-made cotton shirt with a GOTS 
label, for example, is made up of at least 
95% cotton from a certifi ed organic farm 
and its fi bers are cut, woven and treated 
with nontoxic chemicals. All this is guar-
anteed to be done under fair, safe and 
transparent working conditions. 

Is organic cotton better for the 
environment? 
Cotton production used about 2.78% of 
the world’s farmable land in 61 countries 
in 2017/18 – that’s nearly 32 million hect-
ares (320,000 km2) of land dedicated to 
growing cotton. 

Growing conventional cotton requires 
lots of water, pesticides, and other chem-
icals to keep the crop productive and 
costs low. Organic cotton, on the other 
hand, uses far less fresh water (91% re-
duction) and energy overall (62% reduc-
tion), and its carbon footprint is nearly 
half of conventionally grown cotton.* 

Is there a downside to organic? 
As organic cotton is not genetically 
modifi ed, organic crops have lower yields 
per plant and as such require more land 
than conventional crops. Also, due to the 
extra costs associated with the added 
diligence and production costs of organ-
ic standards, organic cotton tends to be 
more expensive. This means some small-
er companies may not be able to aff ord 
certifi cation.

Source: Textile Exchange/textileexchange.org

The Ins and Outs of
Organic Cotton 
Cotton: the fabric that spans closets, continents, and centuries. 
Chances are you are wearing cotton right now. Does it matter if 
it is organically grown? Suston investigates.
BY CRISTIANA VOINOV
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Biobased Plastics

What is the difference between bio-
plastics and biobased plastics?
The concept “bioplastics” raises issues 
as it suggests that the polymer is more 
environmentally friendly, and/or that it’s 
derived from biomass only. That’s why 
some advocate using the term “biobased 
plastics” or “biobased polymers” when 
referring to plastics derived from renew-
able biomass, including when they are 
mixed with petroleum-based plastics.

So biobased plastics can also contain 
petrobased materials?
Yes, there is no official definition or in-
ternational standard. Polymers that have 
somewhere between 10–100% biobased 
content are usually referred to as 
biobased plastics. They are most widely 
used for thermoplastics.

Do biobased plastics have less en-
vironmental impacts than petro-
leum-based plastics?
Generally speaking, they have the bene-
fit of being partly or fully derived from 
renewable resources. But to say more 
than that, each raw material must first 
undergo a life-cycle analysis. For exam-
ple: if a rainforest in Brazil is cut down 
to farm sugar cane, which then is refined 
into ethanol and biobased polyethylene 
in facilities run on coal power, and the 
materials are then transported to China 
to manufacture products that are trans-
ported to Europe, the negative environ-
mental impact can be very large.

At end of life, are biobased plastics 
also biodegradable or recyclable?
Not necessarily – some are, some are 

not. With regard to recyclability, the 
only biobased plastic that is currently 
recycled on a larger scale is bio polyeth-
ylene (bio PE), which is primarily used 
in packaging. Biobased plastics can also 
be used to produce energy at end of life, 
which can be positive if they thereby also 
replace fossil fuels.

Why do biobased plastics still repre-
sent such a minor proportion of total 
production?
Biobased plastics are still more expen-
sive, and large investment is required to 
transform the plastic industry to become 
more circular and biobased. If interna-
tional demand begins to increase signifi-
cantly, this development may go quickly.

Source: European Bioplastics, SPIF

Can corn, sugar cane and other starch-rich sources replace crude 
oil when making plastics? In many cases, yes, it is technically 
possible. But of course the question is more complex than that.
BY GABRIEL ARTHUR
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Picture a world where silk scarves are made of milk and shoes 
from seaweed. Suston explains why biosynthetics just might be 
the future of apparel fabrics. 
BY CRISTIANA VOINOV

What are biosynthetics? 
Biosynthetics are fabrics made, either 
partially or entirely, from biological 
sources like plants. These plants, also 
called “1st generation” crops, undergo a 
chemical process that break them down 
into polymers (repeating chains of large 
molecules – think DNA). The polymers 
are then spun and woven into fabric. 

What’s the main diff erence 
between biosynthetic textile and 
synthetic textile? 
Typically, synthetic textiles like polyester 
and acrylic are made using fossil fuels. 
Though biosynthetics use biological 
materials instead of petroleum or natural 
gas, creating a fi nished fi ber still requires 
a number of chemical tweaks – hence the 
“synthetic” in biosynthetic.  

Why choose biosynthetics over 
other fabrics? 
Biosynthetics provide the performance 
of man-made fi bers with the renewability 
of natural fi bers. This means that the 
textile is not only a technologically novel 
option but one that can theoretically 
provide a long-term solution that could 
eff ectively bypass the textile industry’s 
current heavy reliance on fossil fuels. 

Are there potential downfalls to 
biosynthetics? 
Due to its relative newness, ecological 
and economic evaluations on biosynthet-
ics are limited – for instance, whether a 
material is recyclable and how scalable 
infrastructure for recycling could be 
developed. It’s also a textile that tends to 
use destructive mono-crops, and experts 

warn of its potential negative impact on 
the communities that depend on natu-
ral-fi ber farming.

The upshot is that new technologies 
are being developed for commercial use 
that are aimed at repurposing industrial 
waste products and non-food resources 
like algae into textiles. With these ad-
vancements, along with the standard-
ization of agricultural and 
social practices, biosyn-
thetics’ benefi t to 
society and in-
dustry looks 
promising.  

Source: Textile 
Exchange

... And Biosynthetics
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MICROPLASTICS

What are microplastics and where 
do they come from?
Microplastics are defined as tiny frag-
ments of plastic measuring from 1 to 5 
mm. They can be formed unintentionally 
when plastic objects begin to wear and 
shed particles, or when we do not reuse, 
recycle or dispose of plastic materials 
correctly. Then the plastic ends up in 
landfills, gradually breaking down into 
smaller and smaller pieces in nature. 
There is also plastic that is actually 
manufactured as tiny pellets or grains. 
Currently, the primary sources of this are 
roads and tires, artificial turf, industry, 
boat bottom paint and general litter.

What are microfibers and microbeads?
When talking about plastic pollution, 
fragments that are smaller than 1 mm 
are called microfibers. Microfibers can 
come from fishnets, plastic items that 
are subjected to wear and so on, but 
more and more research shows that the 
greatest source of microfibers in nature 
is synthetic clothing—polyester, nylon, 
rayon and more. Microbeads are used as 
a functional ingredient in many skin care 
products, such as body scrubs. Several 
countries have banned the use of mi-
crobeads in recent years. 

How do microplastics end up in  
waterways and oceans?
New research shows that the majority of 
all plastic in the world’s oceans comes 
from poor countries, where the rivers are 
often used as garbage dumps. Plastic is 
carried out to sea and is gradually ground 
down to smaller and smaller particles. 
But richer countries, too, contribute 
significant amounts of plastic pollution. 
Because microplastics and microfibers 
are so small, they pass through sewage 
treatment plants, eventually ending up in 
the sea.

Are microplastics toxic?
There are different kinds of plastic, and 
not all are harmful to health. PVC is 
considered an environmentally harmful 
plastic (which more and more companies 
are trying to phase out of their produc-
tion), while polyethylene is considered 
a less harmful type. The big problem is 
really the substances that are added to 
the plastic to give it certain character-
istics such as plastic softeners, which 
later leach out of the plastic and harm 
the environment. We already know that 
additives such as bisphenol A (BPA) can 
disrupt hormone production, as do cer-
tain types of phthalates.

Are fleece garments a particularly 
large source of microfibers?
It was previously thought that fleece 
garments made of polyester were the pri-
mary source of microfibers, but in fact all 
garments made of synthetic fibers shed 
a certain amount of plastic. Unbrushed 
fleece is better than brushed.

How can I help to reduce emissions 
of microplastics?
Wash your synthetic garments less 
often—air them instead. Laundry bags 
like Guppy Friend are a clever tool for 
preventing microplastics getting into the 
rinse water. Keep an eye out for textile 
innovations—there’s a lot happening in 
the field. Reduce your use of plastic in 
your daily life and recycle the plastic you 
do use.

We are becoming increasingly aware of the problems caused by 
microplastics. Suston gives you a quick lesson on the subject.
BY GABRIEL ARTHUR & NICOLAS JÄNDEL

Facts you should 
know about 

microplastics
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DISTRIBUTION
The main target group for this special issue is retailers, and we will send 
out the guide to over 1 500 European stores. Also, we will send the magazine 
to our regular VIP’s within the industry; sustainability managers, product 
managers and more. The plan is also to distribute Suston’s Guide to Sustain-
able Materials at three major sustainability events during the autumn:

• Outdoor by ISPO, Munich, October 5-7.
• Textile Exchange Conference, Dublin, November 15-18.
• Performance Days, Munich, December 1-2.

Total circulation: approx. 5 000 copies.

The new guides will also be available at a special section of our website. Al-
ready now, our material Q&A’s are the most popular content on our website

FINANCING AND PRICES
As a Suston partner, your company can showcase your work around materi-
als in the form of ads or advertorials. We can also assist with production.

Gold Partner
• Cover page or spread page in our Sustainable Material’s Guide. 
• Logo and brand name in our list of Presenting Partners in:
 - Letter (together with the guide) to ca +1500 retailers around 
    Europe.
 - The newsletter when we launch the magazine.
 - The guide itself.
 - On a banner in the material’s section at suston magazine.com  
                   for 1 year from the release.
• Advertorials will additionally be published on Suston’s website.

Ad: 2 000 EUR Advertorial: 2 400 EUR

Silver Partner
• 1 full page in our Sustainable Material’s Guide.
• Advertorials will additionally be published on Suston’s website.

Ad: 1 500 EUR Advertorial: 1 700 EUR

Respond before: August 13, 2021    Materials deadline: September 8, 2021
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