WSA “If he hits a home-run I'll eat my hat!”
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Conserving the environment and ‘going green’ has become a fascination for the masses, from
eating organic food through buying fair trade products to wearing eco-friendly apparel, and this
has ‘naturally’ had an impact on the textile industry as manufacturers strive to combine
performance and the Earth’s preservation.
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“If he hlts*a ho
I'll eat my hat!

few years ago, had the player in

question scored, this statement may

have led to an embarrassing situation

for the fan sitting on the bleachers at the

Yankee baseball stadium in New York.

But, as more and more sources that we

traditionally associate with our dinner

table are now making their way into our

wardrobes, eating your hat—or in fact

your T-shirt, trousers, or shorts—may no longer
be in the realms of fantasy

As a result of the increasing demand for

sustainable clothing and, in some cases at least,
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producers’ genuine wish to protect our planet
and its resources, the market for natural fibres
and fabrics has swelled significantly in recent
years, even in the sportswear sector. And, whilst
wool, cotton and synthetics still claim the lion’s
share of the overall textile market, companies are
increasingly looking to other natural sources
such as bamboo, coconut, soya, corn, hemp,
silver, wood, and seaweed to meet the
performance and ecological criteria set down by
today’s consumers. And, with so many different
options now available, producers, consumers
and the planet itself are all reaping the rewards.
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Whilst widespread ‘eco-awareness’ may be a
new concept, many of the natural fibres now
being adopted in the apparel industry are by no
means new and hemp is a good example of
this. It was already being used to make clothing
some 10,000 years ago in Asia and is actually
thought to have challenged linen in apparel
before the 14th century. Although there are still
legal issues over the free growing of hemp in
the USA due to its relation to marijuana, it is
also one of the most durable natural fibres
available, three times as strong as cotton though
no heavier, and can be grown quickly without
the use of pesticides, therefore making it a
perfect candidate for eco-friendly apparel.

However, as modern consumers are slightly
more discerning than our ancestors when it
comes to comfort and performance, hemp is
now combined with other fibres to add
functionality and improve performance. Hemp
fibres can be blended with polyester to create a
moisture wicking and quick drying fabric, with
cotton for a soft, durable material, with Lycra to
add stretch, and with silk for a soft hand, making
it an attractive option for many companies.

Action sports apparel company Planet Earth
uses various natural, organic and sustainable
fibres, including hemp, in its Green Label
clothing range for men. The collection, which
includes T-shirts, shorts and knits, is designed
for skate, snow and surfing sports, offers stretch,
and mould and UV light resistance. Meanwhile,
French clothing and footwear producer Lafuma
recently launched its Pure Leaf collection
featuring Active Hemp Multi-sport shoes, with
hemp uppers and linings, and the award-
winning Eco 40 hiking backpack, made from
65% hemp and 35% recycled polyester.
Another company, Canada’s Naturally
Advanced Technologies, also views hemp as a
viable and credible product and, having
developed a biotech enzyme fibre process
called Crailar in collaboration with Canada's
National Research Council and Alberta
Research Council, believes it is now possible to
unlock the true economic potential of industrial
hemp as a sustainable and more versatile
alternative to cotton.

Soya is another natural fibre with a long
tradition in apparel. Chinese fabric producers
have been using it in fabrics for decades as it is
both cheap to use and eco-friendly. Although
more widely recognised as a food source,
through a process called wet-spinning the
protein liquids are forced through a spinneret to
make liquid soya, which is then solidified to
create the natural fibre and fabrics. And apparel
made from soya is starting to make an impact

in the wider market, despite the fact that it is
heavier than synthetics and often takes longer
to dry.

It also contains no fewer than 16 amino acids
that can provide nutritional benefits for the skin.
Made from soybean stock, which would
otherwise be used as livestock feed or thrown
away, textiles made from the bean provide
inherent properties such as breathability and
anti-microbial functions as well as comfort and
softness. As a result it is now sparking much
interest from US and European manufacturers
for a diverse range of applications. Underwear
companies International Jock and Skiviez both
use the fibre in their men’s ranges as it is said to
absorb moisture as well as cotton, while
transporting moisture more effectively and,
although not quite as warm as wool, soya does
have a stronger tensile strength. US-based
clothing company Of the Earth, which claims to
have been the first company to bring organic
cotton and soya to the activewear sector, now
offers soya in its yoga collections alongside
apparel made from hemp, bamboo and other
natural fibres.

Another ‘edible’ product to have been
developed for use in apparel is coconut, with
US-based developer of polymer and film
processes, TrapTek, LLC, leading the way.
TrapTek's Cocona coatings, fibres, yarns and
fabrics are produced by extracting activated
carbon—which is highly micro-porous to help
absorb odour—from recycled coconut shells,
which are then combined with polyester during
the extrusion process to form a multi-functional
yarn which is said to offer increased evaporative
cooling and odour protection. Easy to care for
and lightweight, Cocona fabrics are said to
provide 45% greater wickability than most
conventional moisture management garments

Lafuma’s eco-effective
Eco 40 backpack is
made from a

combination of hemp
and recycled polyester
using simple cuts that
limit the need for excess
material.

® Lafuma / Marie Hennechart
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and it appears that several big name brands are
convinced. Dockers, Cutter and Buck, New
Balance and Perry Ellis all now feature Cocona
in their collections, in products ranging from
jerseys, jackets, tights, socks, head gear, gloves,
sportswear, footwear and even chemical warfare
protection products. It has won accolades such
as the Commercial and Industrial 2006 award at
the annual Innovation Quotient Awards
ceremony in Colorado, while, the year before,
Time magazine included Cannondale’s cycling
range featuring Cocona in its ‘Most Amazing
Inventions’ category.

Yet another comestible that is making a big
hit with consumers is corn, the development of
which has been spearheaded by DuPont.
Following on from the successful launch of
Sorona—a polymer based on 1,3 propanediol
(PDO) derived from corn—a couple of years
ago, in early June the company released a new
range of performance polyols (polyetherdiols),
Cerenol, using corn instead of petroleum. And,
not only is Cerenol environmentally-friendly, it
is also said to exceed the performance of its
petroleum-based counterparts in many end-use
products, ranging from running shoes and ski
boots to spandex fibre applications.

In spite of the strides made in introducing
sustainable fibres to the wider market, many
natural fibres remain niche products, but one
material, bamboo, has taken the apparel sector
somewhat by storm over the past few seasons.
A fast-growing plant that can be cultivated
anywhere in the world, bamboo burst onto the
scene at textile trade shows in 2005 and has
continued to rise in popularity ever since as
more and more manufacturers have jumped on
the bandwagon to take advantage of the natural
wicking, anti-odour and anti-bacterial properties
that it provides.

Companies now incorporating bamboo into
their collections include Taiwanese textile
producer Eclat which uses bamboo in its
Bodycare fabrics for intimate apparel and casual
sportswear as a result of its biodegradability,
light weight, breathability, anti-bacterial and
moisture management performance, which
make it well-suited to next-to-skin products.
Canadian yarn manufacturer Amtex also uses
the fibre, this time in its pure form, to create
100% bamboo hosiery. The company has
developed a spinning technique called Elite
Compact spinning, which can be used for all
raw materials and raw material blends, which is
said to add strength to the yarn, reduce itch,
increase stretch and provide better contrast in
multi-coloured fabrics, whilst maintaining
bamboo’s natural permeability and soft hand.

The general popularity of bamboo amongst
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consumers has also led
companies that are
better known for
their high tech
synthetic textiles to
delve further into
the sphere of
natural, sustainable
fibres. Optimer
Performance
Fibres, based in
Delaware, USA,
has now added Dri-
release SeaCell (seaweed
and silver ions) and Dri-
release bamboo to its
product line, the latter of
which combines the
water release properties
of Dri-release and the
odour neutralising effect
of its FreshGuard with
the natural comfort of
bamboo. Commenting on the decision to
use bamboo in its products, one of Optimer’s
textile engineers, Ashwin Jaju, says, “It enhances
the comfort, fluidity and drape of the fabric and
is renewable, sustainable and easily cultivated”.
He adds, “The minority use of natural
(hydrophilio) fibres—between 12% and 15%—in
combination with synthetic (hydrophobid fibres
holds the fabric in an optimum balance, allowing
it to draw moisture away without storing it.”
Meanwhile, Switzerland’s Schoeller has also
combined bamboo with its c¢_change
membrane, self-cleaning NanoSphere, and
3XDRY moisture management technologies in
its autumn/winter 2007/2008 collection under
the theme ‘closer to nature’, melding the
functionality of its high tech products with the
inherent anti-bacterial properties of bamboo.

Functions such as moisture management,
UV protection, anti-microbial properties and
comfort will always remain the major criteria
for performance apparel, but, with
environmental issues such as climate change,
carbon emissions and recycling constantly
appearing in our daily newspapers and on our
TV screens, it is likely that the use of these
natural fibres will become increasingly popular
in the textile world. Combined with
environmentally aware production processes
and fair trade labour standards they appeal to
the ethical values of many companies and
consumers. Therefore, providing they continue
to be used for suitable applications, quality is
not compromised, prices are not too high, and
developers continue to bring new ideas and
products the table, the potential for the natural
fibres sector is huge. If not, we’'ll eat our
words... and our hats. &
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Cannondale L.E. Carbon

Jersey featuring

QuadteX Carbon fabric

with Cocona.
& Cannondale
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