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VISION FOR THE FASHION REVOLUTION

rom conventional cotton production, which uses a staggering amount of pesticides, to petroleum-based
toxic dyes, to exploited factory workers, there are many reasons that it is past time to transform the way we

get our clothes.

From their origins in Northern California, Fibershed is trying to do just that. Their long-term vision is “an
international system of regional textile communities that enliven connection and ownership of ‘soil-to-soil’ textile
processes.” To get there, they are developing regional regenerative fiber systems and working with farmers,
ranchers, natural dyers and mills to implement carbon farming, rebuild regional manufacturing and connect us
all more closely with the landscape that grows what we wear.

Fair World Project’s Anna Canning sat down with founder Rebecca Burgess to talk a bit more about her vision

for strong, local fibersheds all around the globe.

AT FIBERSHED, YOUR MISSION IS TO
DEVELOP “REGENERATIVE FIBER SYSTEMS.”
CAN YOU TALK A BIT JUST ABOUT WHAT
REGENERATIVE FIBER IS, BEFORE WE EVEN
GET TO THE SYSTEMS PART?

There are two ways that we work to develop
regenerative fiber. One is to take a more
traditional Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)
approach, where you are tracking
carbon literally on a molecular level
through a cycle, focused mostly
on above-ground emissions.
But we have looked at that
model, and we have identified
that when you are looking
at fiber - or food, or
anything grown in the
biosphere - there is
a bigger carbon
story than

2a_

just emissions. Instead, one ought to consider the
relationship between the atmosphere and the
pedosphere (the soil carbon pool) to really get an
understanding of the net impact, from a carbon
perspective, of a food or fiber product.

But for us, “regenerative” is not just about mapping
the carbon molecules through all the carbon pools.
When | consider regenerative fiber, | like to take a step
back and look at a farm or a ranch or a shepherd/
shepherdess grazing operation and ask “What are
the opportunities for carbon capture that this land
manager can operationalize, given the biological,
social and economic environment in which they find
themselves? What are the capabilities that we could
inspire within this land manager, given all these
conditions?”

Can we track the additional carbon that they are

now drawing down from the atmosphere to the

soil because they have made a change in land

management, for example, or because they have put

in a windbreak that they would not have put in if they
were not thinking about carbon capture?



Maybe they start asking about where hedgerows come in, or
silvopastures, where you put trees into the grazed landscape.
Or cross-fencing, to help create smaller, more dense spaces for
rotational grazing. Or maybe they put in water infrastructure to
help animals get across the landscape and keep them hydrated,
keep them moving.

My vision is that each

of these systems builds
truly from the grassroots
up, based on soil, water

and community

We are working off of about thirty-five practices like that, but
there are so many, depending on your landscape. We track

those practices, and then we are able to assign numbers to the
carbon associated with them. For example, in the case of one
ranch with whom we are working, we take the practices that they
are implementing and then total up all the emissions from their
operation - the sheep shearing, travel costs, electrical use for the
equipment, etc. - and do a big subtraction so that, in the end, we
can calculate that each pound of wool represents approximately
6-9 pounds of carbon in the soil.

We do not want to create a monolithic global statement, such as
“this is how you create regenerative fiber.” Instead, what we want
is to take a place-based approach. We really want to empower
the land manager to explore carbon capture opportunities. That
is really the only way we are going to solve this climate crisis

and create regenerative fiber: through a paradigm shift in land
management. And we do not really use that word “regenerative”
- we call it “climate beneficial.” “Climate beneficial” is a term to
describe land-managers that are on the path towards building
agricultural systems that self-renew each year with ever greater
levels of productivity. Every new practice that the land-manager
implements that pulls more CO, out of the atmosphere than it
emits is “climate beneficial.”

CAN ANY NATURAL FIBER BE REGENERATIVE?

Regenerative to me means that you are putting more into the
system than you are taking out. | think cotton, hemp, flax, wool
and alpaca all have the potential to be regenerative. | think it is
possible to grow it, but we are going to have to factor in the true
cost of the carbon capture, the water quality enhancement, and
all the things that happen when someone is doing it right. That
means that we are going to have to start paying a lot more for
our clothing - and that is a whole bigger question of behavior
shift that | do not think many people are ready for.

We can do all the work to grow it, but we really have to change
our relationship with consuming these materials and start buying
fewer better quality products. Clothing is great because it is non-
perishable and can have longevity.

Our current economy is not incentivizing us to do any of that,
however.

CAN YOU NOW TALK A BIT ABOUT THE “SYSTEMS”
PART OF YOUR MISSION AND TELL US HOW THIS
FIBER FITS INTO A LARGER VISION OF A FIBER/
CLOTHING SYSTEM THAT COMBATS CLIMATE
CHANGE?

We envision a “soil-to-soil” model for our clothing (see diagram
below). We are still working to build a supply chain that fully hits
the mark, but we are getting there. Our Wool Mill Vision lays out
what that could look like: to mill the fiber using living machines
systems and constructive wetlands to return that water back to
your mill, to use geothermal and wind energy to help power the
machines, as a few examples.

We also focus on natural dyes, because they are not heavy
metal- or coal tar-based, as well as just using wool and cotton
that are the natural color of the plant or animal from which they
came, and not even using dye at all.

We have focused so much on building regional fibersheds
because transportation and distribution are really important.
That has been one of the biggest challenges we face: how small
can you build a mill and still be profitable? We are starting to see
that it can be done on a regional basis, but it poses economic
challenges, and the price point of the finished goods become a
bit higher.
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TELL ME A BIT ABOUT HOW YOU ENVISION THE
LOCAL FIBERSHED CONCEPT SCALING UP OR
SCALING OUT?

We have about thirty-eight national fibersheds established, and

currently there is a total of about fifty-four around the world. My
vision is that each of these communities understands what their
working landscapes are most capable of producing in a climate-
friendly way, starting from the soil up.

That means, for example, that the Pacific Northwest could
become famed for their bast fiber production, as flax grows
readily there and does not need to be irrigated in the summer.
And Kentucky could become well-known again for hemp
production, and the West could return to being a profitable wool
producing region.

My vision is that each of these systems builds truly from the
grassroots up, based on soil, water and community; and that they
design their infrastructure around what is possible, given the
attributes and constraints of their community.
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THERE ARE SO MANY STEPS TO AN APPAREL SUPPLY
CHAIN, AND SO MANY OF THEM ARE FULL OF

EXPLOITATION ON A GLOBAL SCALE. HOW HAVE YOU
ADDRESSED THAT WITHIN YOUR FIBERSHED MODEL?

Everyone we are working with utilizes domestic production, and
we are working on such a small scale that we basically have 100%
transparency with whomever we are working. We go into all the
mills; we know the people who own them and the people who
work in them - they are friends and comrades and colleagues.
We do not really have a dividing line between white and blue
collar - it is one fibershed. Within that colleague-oriented,
transparent framework, we have never once run into a labor
issue. | could have missed something, of course, but it would be
really small.

DO YOU BELIEVE WE SHOULD CREATE A
REGENERATIVE ORGANIC CERTIFICATION PROGRAM
FOR FIBER PRODUCTION?

| think we should set soil carbon goals for farms and ranches,
and also boost the existing standards for organic to include soil
carbon gains. Scientists are saying that we have 8-10 years to
do most of the work needed to become carbon-neutral, which
means that we are going to have to improve everything: the
regional systems that Fibershed is growing, which have a lot
of trust and relationships imbued within them, and the global
supply chains that are reliant on labor in countries that do not
have the same kinds of standards that the more developed
nations have. So, standardization and certification will have to
come into play. | am a bit nervous about how that will come to
be, though, and how it will get overseen - but that is the same
issue with all certification programs.

Personally, | am more comfortable with communities trying to
own this work, because of the intimacy they have with their soil.
We really want to change mindsets around growing fiber; we
want them to come at it not because they are trying to meet a
certification’s goals, but because they are simply trying to do
good work. And, in the end, we just need people to do good
work on the land.

HOW DO YOU RECOMMEND THAT PEOPLE GET
INVOLVED AND BRING MORE REGENERATIVE,
CLIMATE-BENEFICIAL FIBERS INTO THEIR
WARDROBES?

As a starting point, look for things that are made of 100% natural
fibers: wool, cotton, hemp, linen or silk. That is important because
you can technically compost a t-shirt or some underwear, for
example, made from those fibers. 70% by weight of the clothing
in our wardrobes has some form of nylon, polypropylene or other
fossil fuel-derived substance in it. That means that a lot of us are
wearing plastics, and plastics really do not fit into the soil-to soil
model. In fact, they create a lot of problems for those of us who
want to see our clothing return as nutrients and carbon back to
the system.

100% organic cotton is important, too, because organic cotton
has a 40%-lower carbon footprint than conventional GMO
cotton, which has a lot to do with the amount of herbicides and
pesticides used on a conventional field.! In addition, 97% of the
cotton grown in the U.S. today is GMO-based, so if you do not
want to support a GMO project, you have to choose certified
organic cotton.

As far as other “natural” fibers go, | do not make a strong
recommendation towards tree pulp or very high lignin fibers like
bamboo or modal, as they are very, very chemically intensive to
produce.

And, of course, you can look for your local Fibershed members in

our online directory - we have a list of both local producers here
in Northern California as well as affiliates across the U.S.

THIS INTERVIEW HAS BEEN LIGHTLY EDITED AND CONDENSED
FOR CLARITY.

'See the Textile Exchange Life Cycle Assessment at
textileexchange.org/downloads/life-cycle-assessment-of-organic-cotton.
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