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t’s sunday and I’m doing the laundry. 
Up and down the stairs I go, carry-
ing – and thinking about – clothes. 

Precious few of the items in my family’s 
laundry make any claim to being ethi-
cal or sustainable. There are some in my 
closet, and I’m wearing a forest-green, 
organic-cotton sweatshirt I picked up at 
the Mountain Equipment Co-op (MEC). 
But fewer than five per cent of my cloth-
ing items seem virtuous. Which isn’t 
much given that, in the fashion world, 
things are progressing quickly.

In 1995, my partner bought a rough-
hewn hemp jacket at Grassroots in 
Toronto that only a committed eco-geek 
or cannabis aficionado could wear with 
dignity. Today, it called out to me from 
where it hangs idle in the laundry room. 
The chest pocket label says, “Get back to 
nature. Help save the world.” Made in 
Nepal for the store Whole Hearted Hemp, 
it at least sounds ethical. 

In the 1990s, there were few environ-
mentally preferable clothing choices, 
and stores such as Grassroots were about 
the only places you could find them. In 
addition to hempwear, there were fleece 
jackets made from recycled PET bottles 
thanks to Polartec, and MEC was just 
beginning its move into responsible 
production.

For the most part, socially and ecologi-
cally conscious types had to live with the 
fact that pretty much all of their clothing 
brought ethical and environmental bag-
gage, including sweatshops, fossil fuels, 
pesticides, water use, cruelty to animals 
and more. Unless you shopped at thrift 
stores (which is still the best approach), 
your wardrobe had issues.

These days, conscientious fashion 
culture and eco-clothing production 
have style as well as substance, having 
left the dowdy hemp image far behind. 
Examples of “eco-chic,” “green couture” 
and “sustainable clothing” are blooming 
faster than a field of spring wildflowers. 
Plus, events like Vancouver’s upcoming 
Eco Fashion Week are a regular feature 
of the runway circuit.

Part of the fashion scene’s progres-
sive cultural shift is at the high end, with 
brands such as Gucci, Yves Saint Laurent 
and Stella McCartney developing sustain-
ability projects, and dabbling in organic 
cotton and other desirable fabrics. 

Perhaps more notable are the dozens 
of smaller labels that are committing to 
fair trade and environmentally preferable 
production and materials. They aren’t 
bargain-basement brands, but they are 
accessible to the middle class. 

A good example is People Tree, which 
grew from an environmental NGO to a 
leader in environmental protection and 
social justice within the fashion industry. 
Emma Watson, star of the Harry Potter 
movies, designs and models for People 
Tree, bringing the message to millions of 
her fans. The mission of the well-known 
retailer of outdoor wear Patagonia is to 
“build the best product, cause no unnec-
essary harm, use business to inspire and 

implement solutions to the environ-
mental crisis.” Among other things, 
the company initiated “The Footprint 
Chronicles,” which allows people to track 
specific Patagonia products from incep-
tion to the point of sale, thus providing 
unprecedented transparency.

But the trend is industry-wide. 
Mainstream stores such as Sears Canada, 
and companies including Levi Strauss, 
are getting into the act in a serious way. 
Organic cotton clothing and linens are 
turning up in Walmart and Target. All of 
this signals that a cultural shift is happen-
ing, and it’s not just a select few who care.

The person most famously associ-
ated with this trend is Summer Rayne 
Oakes – the Cornell environmental sci-
ence grad, Udall scholar, top model, TV 
host and activist. Oakes and other avant-
garde fashionistas are proving that style 
doesn’t have to be sacrificed for clothing 
to be ethical and ecologically sustainable. 
Furthermore, doing right by workers and 
the planet can happen without a fuss. As 
Oakes says in a promotional video for her 
book Style, Naturally, sustainable style 
should be “invisibly green, … fun, light-
hearted, cool and irreverent.”

Clothing is one of the most obvi-
ous expressions of culture and identity. 
When our wardrobes are 100 per cent 
inconspic uously sustainable, cruelty-free 
and stylish, we’ll know they are ready-
to-wear. 

Mark Meisner is style-challenged, but 
not nearly as much as his academic 
colleagues.

For a very different take on haute  
eco-couture, visit greenista.com.

Ready-to-Care
Green fashionistas Emma Watson and Summer Rayne Oakes are helping the culture of couture 
find its conscience, without sacrificing style.

More notable are the 
dozens of smaller labels 
that are committing to 
fair trade. 
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