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Fashion and sustainability: an irreconcilable contradiction? 

Cost of Cotton: The kick-off event in the GreenBuzz sustainable textile & fashion 

series – shed light on the importance, benefits and challenges of organic cotton 

by Katalin Fekete, Story catcher, GreenBuzz Zurich 

Over the past decades giant fashion retailers in wealthy countries, offering inexpensive 

clothing made of conventional cotton or synthetic fibres like polyester, have been 

mushrooming. Fast and cheap fashion has become very popular especially among young 

people, because it is affordable.1 Yet, in the wake of an increasing awareness of 

sustainability issues has led to a growing demand for and a rise in the production of 

sustainable, eco-friendly and fair clothes made of organic cotton. 

Fair fashion in Zurich and 

Costs of Cotton event  

In the Zurich area a growing 

number of shops have started 

offering clothes made from 

Fairtrade and organic cotton 

(see for example the Fair 

Fashion Roadmap Zurich on 

www.getchanged.net). To 

raise people’s awareness of 

sustainable fashion and 

encourage exchange between 

textile and fashion businesses, 

GreenBuzz and Carpasus, a 

producer of high-quality sustainable shirts for men made from organic cotton, teamed up to 

organise an interactive networking event on costs, benefits and challenges of clothing made 

from organic cotton. The event took place on 21 April at Tarzan, a brand and fashion shop in 

Zurich specialising in trendy garments made from organic but also conventional cotton.  

Business leader, new enterprise and organic cotton supplier on one panel 

Moderator Mark Starmanns of the fair fashion network Get Changed!, Christa Suter of 

bioRe® Foundation, Simona Matt of Naturaline and Michael Zäch, co-founder of Caprasus, 

offered a 90 strong audience a highly informative, stimulating and thought-provoking evening 

with an inspiring panel discussion.  

Starmanns’ introduction to the complexity of fashion production – from conventional cotton 

cultivation to garment production. It is important for people to understand how complex the 

clothing production process is, i.e. cultivating and processing cotton, dyeing, sewing and 

finally producing textile and garments, in order to be able to decide what the right next step 

will be”, he said. 

                                                           
1
 More on young generation and fast fashion, e.g.: 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/apr/20/should-we-say-no-to-fast-fashion 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/01/business/retailers-ask-where-did-teenagers-go.html?_r=0 
 

http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
file:///C:/Users/nostianova/Dropbox/Green%20Buzz%20internal%20docs/02_GB_Activities/01_Monthlies/1_PastEvents/2015/15_04_21_green_organic%20cotton/event%20snapshot/www.getchanged.net
http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
http://www.carpasus.com/
http://www.remei.ch/en/biore-foundation/
http://www.coop.ch/pb/site/common2/node/79040579/Lde/index.html
http://www.carpasus.com/
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/apr/20/should-we-say-no-to-fast-fashion
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/01/business/retailers-ask-where-did-teenagers-go.html?_r=0
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Fairtrade cotton changes lives 

Producing organic and fair cotton is the only feasible solution, according to Starmanns. The 

holistic approach to agriculture – diversification and use of non-genetically modified cotton 

crops to protect crop yields and prevent pest and diseases from spreading, no pesticides, 

guarantees on purchase, minimum wages – is sustainable, has a positive long-term 

environmental and socio-economic impact and leads to better living and working condition of 

the employees in the fashion production chain. 

Christa Suter, managing director of the bioRe® Foundation, agreed that much could be 

achieved if people only became aware of the manifold global problems caused by 

conventional cotton farming. ”Buying organic cotton clothing is a person’s deliberate choice 

irrespective of age.”  

Conventional cotton: The worldwide annual production of mainly conventional cotton 
amounts to 27.2 million metric tons. The top two cotton producing countries are China 
(28%) and India (23%).  
 
Poor working conditions take their toll on the farmers, their health and income and last but 
not least the environment:  long working hours, low wages, the use of pesticides and of 
valuable water resources.  
 
Use of pesticide and low quality cotton poses a health danger to consumers; at the same 
time clothes last shorter.  

Organic cotton: Fairtrade and organic cotton amounts to only 0.7 % of the annual 
production according to the Textile Exchange Organic Cotton Farm & Fiber Report.2 
Its demand is on the rise, though, because it has a positive impact on the environment and 
improves people’s living and working conditions. 
 
The study “Life Cycle Assessment of Organic Cotton Fiber” conducted by PE International 
in November 2014 found that organic as opposed to conventional cotton cultivation 
“caused less environmental damage. The data was based on the top 5 cotton growing 
countries India, China, Turkey, Tanzania and the USA. 
 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 Organic Cotton Market Reports: http://farmhub.textileexchange.org/farm-library/farm-fiber-reports  

 

Cotton growing in Malawi: A farmer works 12-hours days and earns a decent income that 
even allows him to buy a TV. Owing to the falling world/global cotton price, though, his 
income drops from $1,000 to $220 so he cannot even afford to pay the doctor’s bill.  
 
Garment production in Bangladesh: Bangladesh is a heavily populated and poor country 
with 150 million inhabitants that lies below sea level. The majority of the female population 
works in the garment industry, which is growing at a fast pace. Despite the apparent 
success story, workers earn low wages and work very long hours.  
 

http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
http://farmhub.textileexchange.org/farm-library/farm-fiber-reports
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Panel sheds light on issues organic cotton poses to companies 

The ensuing panel discussion moderated by Starmanns gave the audience an insight into 

issues that companies which sell organic cotton yarn or garment encounter. Suter, Matt und 

Zäch elaborated on positive aspects and challenges of growing organic cotton and producing 

clothing. 

BioRe® Foundation 

promotes organic cotton 

farming in Tanzania and 

India where it works closely 

with 200 and 3,000 farmers 

respectively and sets 

ecological and social 

standards. It supplies cotton 

to the Swiss yarn-trading 

company Remei AG which 

designs and develops 

clothing and fashion 

collections in collaboration 

with such customers as 

Coop, Carpasus and 

Mammut. Suter, Matt and 

Zäch agreed that in the light 

of global sustainability 

challenges, promotion of 

organic cotton production and apparel was a step in the right direction, but there was still 

much left to do. 

Starmanns: Why does your company specialise in organic cotton and garment 

production? Was the decision taken on the spur of the moment or was it process? 

Remei AG founded BioRe® out of necessity when “realising the importance of environmental 

sustainability”, Suter said, adding that it had been a long developmental process which was 

still ongoing. 

For Coop the process started 20 years ago with the launch of the Naturaline product line, 

according to Matt. “It has been a long and winding road that has changed directions many 

times. Nowadays the emphasis is on training, educating and supporting farmers to grow 

organic cotton.” 

When Zäch and his business partner founded their start-up about two years ago, they were 

aware of the sustainability issues. “Fair and organic cotton was the only option for us, as it is 

better for the environment and we wanted to produce high-quality men’s shirts”, Zäch 

explained. They also offer a traceability feature that allows customers to trace the lifecycle of 

their shirts. 

Starmanns: How do you support the famers and what is the biggest challenge when 

working with them? 

http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
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Suter said it was essential that they knew the farmers they worked with and focused on local 

resources, research and training. They taught them pest management, i.e. strategies to 

prevent pest by creating natural pesticides, how to develop new seeds, which was a 

challenge, and how to grow diversified crops. They also helped them build health-, nutrition- 

and agriculture- related infrastructure. 

Knowing all the partners involved in the production of their shirts was also important for Zäch 

and his partner, as this enabled them to ensure and deliver high-quality products. “Winning 

the farmers’ and other suppliers’ confidence is a challenge but essential for a close and long-

term partnership and that is what we want in the end”, Matt and Suter emphasised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starmanns: What are the positive aspect and challenges of organic cotton? 

Organic cotton farming is sustainable and environmentally friendly, which helps farmers 

change their living conditions. Yields and production costs are lower, but they fluctuate less. 

Suter said they offered farmers purchase guarantees (80% was guaranteed), which made it 

more difficult for Remei AG, as they needed a steady flow of new clients. “Finding new 

customers is not easy, as they are often interested in a short-term project-based cooperation 

and not a long-term partnership.”  

Matt said that the quality of organic cotton differed between countries. While the crops in 

India produced longer yarn owing to the flood irrigation systems and fertilizer used, those in 

Tanzania were shorter, as they were rain-fed and used less fertilizer. Being dependent on 

suppliers from only those two countries made competing with bit fashion retailers with access 

to great selection of cotton difficult for Naturaline. 

http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
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Starmanns: The market share of clothing made from organic cotton is relatively small. 

What do you do to increase it and to attract new customers? 

 “The market for organic cotton garments is still small”, Matt said. Sales of organic cotton 

garments like the Naturaline products, for instance, amounted to roughly one third of 

comparable conventional textile sales. “More women than men buy Naturaline products, but 

so far the issue of how to win new customers has not been researched”. It is difficult for Coop 

Naturaline to compete with large fashion giants, as organic cotton apparel has only a small 

share of all products offered by Coop and Coop cannot afford to create more than two 

fashion product lines per year. 

However, engaging top designers or such well-known actresses or models as Melanie 

Winiger certainly helps attract new customers. The market situation is difficult. Creating 

fashionable and trendy organic garment collections is likely to improve the situation and 

attract more customers.  

Event wrap up and further buzzing 

Ideas for further events in the textile stream have been also seeded. Green Buzz will 

organise events on textile in the next months and year. We will cover for example textile 

certification, consumer behaviour, marrying sustainability and fashionability, textile innovation 

and others.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further event photos, check the GreenBuzz photo gallery 

This and future event snapshots will be available in the GreenBuzz event library 

 

http://www.greenbuzz.ch/
http://www.greenbuzz.ch/gallery
http://greenbuzz.ch/category/past/

