Local, Slow and Sustainable Fashion
“(While) we search for examples of outstanding sustainable practices, that
could be amplified and applied to sustain a more gentle and efficient way
of living in future, the authors (of this book) explore slow and indigenous
approaches to textiles, while considering the optimal use of precious natural
and renewable resources, such as wool. The chapters read as intriguing short
case studies on their own, but collectively showcase a deep understanding of
the threads that bind us together and how these could be strengthened to
optimise natural fibre applications for future generations. Textile nerds will
love it and newcomers will be inspired to learn more.”
—Dalena White, Secretary General IWTO, Brussels, Belgium
“I have always used wool and then fell in love with woolgrowers when I
visited Tasmania in 2016, so for me this book is a total must read for anyone
working on sustainability and the future of our planet.”
—Livia Firth, Creative Director, Eco Age Limited, London, UK
“Clothing is an essential part of human life, along with food and shelter.
Furthermore, its culturally significant, defining who we are and where we
belong. Alas, finding better solutions to the harmful ways the industry which
supply our clothing operates today, is of upmost urgency. This collection of
research articles offers knowledge and insights into the complex world of fiber,
specifically wool, and suggests reestablishing more local value chain as part of
the solution. It’s a must read for those who want to be part of a much-needed
change.”
—Gisle Mariani Mardal, Head of Development Norwegian Fashion & Textile
Agenda, Oslo, Norway
“Fast fashion is almost as destructive as fast food. And both embody a mindset
that treats workers, consumers, livestock, and the environment like disposable
commodities. Instead of having the wool pulled over eyes, through deceptive
mass marketing and outright lies, we need wool back in our lives. Especially
wool that’s been produced locally, regeneratively, with compassion for the
people and animals who make it. This important book explains how that can
be done.”
—Eric Schlosser, Author, Fast Food Nation, New York, USA

“Klepp and Tobiasson have done a remarkable job (…) and have given a
comprehensive account of the successful revival of small-scale processing and
marketing of local wool in some Scandinavian and Baltic countries, and set
this in the context of the global wool industry and its fight to retain share in
a market dominated by synthetic fibres. The authors suggest a return to the
model of local consumption of local production, where profit and growth are
no longer the main drivers, as a more sustainable way of clothing ourselves
and our homes and reinvigorating the sheep industry in European countries.
(…) Wool, with its deep roots in our European culture, our economies and
our wardrobes, is ideally suited to change this.”
—Lesley Prior, Sheep Farmer, Tellenby Merino, Devon, UK
“Such an interesting read, showing how everything is intertwined: sourcing,
craftmanship, culture, economy, philosophy, physics, degrowth… A voice that
should be heard in the global discussions at a time when a deep transformation
is needed: the textile industry must be held accountable for its environmental
and social impacts or else our planet will become the ultimate fashion victim.
If clothes can tell a story, what message are we leaving for future generations?”
—Valeria Botta, ECOS – Environmental Coalition on Standards, Brussels,
Belgium
“For the last 20 years I’ve been immersed in the world of fashion and textiles
and it’s always struck me that the list of textile features and benefits of wool
read like those from a innovative new super-fibre, add the sustainable benefits
of localised, small-scale wool production and you may have the most climate
positive, high performing textile there is. This book outlines a solid history
and case for wool as the fibre of choice for an over-burdened planet and how
perhaps it’s not new ideas we need in response to the climate crisis, but a
rethinking of what ‘good’ ‘better’ or indeed ‘best’ may look like.”
—Debbie Luffman, Finisterre, ThinkCircular, Cornwall, UK
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Preface

This is a book about one fibre, wool, its role in the future of a more
sustainable global textile industry, and a new approach to how we can
organize how we use local resources in a better way. As a reader, you may
wonder why this is important. As the latest report published in August
2021 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change so clearly
states, we must act now. In the clothing and textile sector, several decennials have been wasted on chasing new technology—most hardly suited
for reducing the environmental impact at the scale needed—along with
a hopelessly unproductive discussion around which fibres are ‘greener’
than others. We have no more time to waste. Not because this industry
is the largest or the worst, but because of the overload and pressure on
land, oil reserves, chemicals, water and more for producing clothes that
are thrown away after too few uses, or not used at all—must stop. A
sector with such a gross over-production and over-consumption of finite
resources has an enormous potential to improve its footprint. We have
chosen the lens of wool, as it is the fibre we know the best and which is
Indigenous to our home country, Norway.
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This book was written on the initiative of the publisher, Palgrave
Macmillan, on the basis of a final report from a research project on
wool. KRUS—enhancing value chains in Norway, sought to take better
care of the Norwegian wool and discuss what local clothes are or can
be. As KRUS ended, we saw new projects emerging in the international
landscape, some in cooperation with the ‘team’ that had been forged
through the aforementioned project. WOOLUME is such a project, and
continues the work with local wool and value chains; however, transferred to Polish mountain sheep and their fleeces. With both the projects
and with this book, we want to contribute to sustainable development
and a good place to live for all who walk the Earth, on two or four legs, or
with wings and fins for that matter. We want positive change to happen
faster, dig deeper and galvanize more effect than what politics and business have so far been willing to. We also want people to feel at home in
their clothes, feel beautiful, warm and partake in all settings—be they
social or in lone communion with nature—with the freedom of being
well-dressed. We believe that living within the planetary boundaries does
not have to make our lives poorer, nor less filled with fun or colour.
KRUS was mainly a Norwegian project, but sheep, and other animals
that have those much-coveted fibres, are found all over the globe. In
many places, we find clothes, textiles, use patterns, techniques and
production modes that have been adapted and developed over thousands
of years. However, cultural diversity, heritage and richness of variation are
threatened by the globalized industrial development and are currently
poorly safeguarded. We hear reports from around the world that the cost
of shearing sheep has surpassed the economic gain—though the animals
must be shorn, for animal welfare reasons, and wool is a valuable and
versatile fibre. So, something must be wrong. We will seek to provide
insight into exactly what ails the system and a way out of this conundrum through the infinite abundance of examples of value chains for
wool, current and historical, and how they have evolved and changed—
and in many ways remained the same. In other words, our goal is neither
to write a book about Norwegian nor Polish wool but to provide insight
into better care-taking of both wool and other natural fibres, through
learning from history and looking towards a more sustainable future.
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Textile production is one of the world’s most globalized industries,
where not only does the production involve a massive transfer of raw
materials and processed goods through a long and complicated supply
chain, but where the second-hand clothing market is also massive, global
and problematic. In other words, each garment has travelled more than
most people in the world travel in a lifetime. It is as if this global aspect
of clothes is so obvious that the word ‘local clothes’ gets stuck in the
mouth. The same giant apparel chains are found in every city around
the world, and to be blunt—they don’t necessarily bring more diversity
or beauty into our lives.
At the same time, clothing is also one of the things that actually
characterizes local cultures. In Norway, the bunad (national costume)
indicates which valley you or your closest relatives come from (at least
that is one of the features), and most Indigenous peoples are recognized and create community precisely through clothing, often with a
long history and advanced craft techniques. These have been developed
based on locally available raw materials or those imported, perhaps also
decorated with imported valuables.
The editors of this book have their professional roots in consumer
research and textile sustainability. We are specialists mainly in the use
of clothing but have studied fashion, tailoring, crafts, ethnology and
sociology. At the same time, KRUS was a project with an emphasis on
the collaboration that happened and happens in the value chain. This
means that it was important for us to see production and consumption in context. Sheep farmers (or wool growers as they are called in
other parts of the world), carders, spinners, knitting factories, weaving
mills and designers have something in common with you and me—we
are all part of the value chain—also sometimes called the textile ‘sector’.
We believe that it is through closer cooperation in these localized value
chains that the greatest environmentally positive results can be achieved.
This is a radical thought. Closer cooperation can be achieved, among
other things, through production and consumption taking place closer
to where we are, linked to our territories—or terroir. This book attempts
to bring forward this connection between consumption and production,
two processes in which it is just as fruitless to discuss what is the cause
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and what is the effect, as debating about which came first, the chicken
or the egg.
However, the place for wool fibres in the wardrobe and in markets of
the future also depends on a variety of political decisions and economic
processes. No man is an island. We believe that the wicked problem, that
a majority of the raw wool in the EU is thrown away before it is even
used, is now a crisis of magnitude. The crisis has been augmented by
the Covid-19 pandemic, but this does not excuse that any fibre causes
serious environmental problems, alongside animal and human suffering,
nor that this is the result of the same economic system where profit is
the goal and competition is the means. That is why we have included a
discussion about economic models which is part of the ‘green growth’
debate. Is growth crucial, or is it even part of the future our Earth
demands? Is a paradigm shift with continuous growth, however ‘green’,
possible?
How the discussion about sustainability develops is also important
for the future. What are the premises for the debate? Who owns the
truth and, not least, what should count when we measure? We not only
need to contribute to wool being availed and used more sustainably, we
also need to contribute to the debate so that we do not become helpless
observers as wool is removed from the list of fibres with eco-credentials.
It may sound incredible to those who have not followed the ongoing
debate, but this is a very real outcome of today’s discussions around
sustainability, whether it be climate change, biodiversity, environmental
footprint and even animal welfare. Let this book enlighten you to the
seemingly counter-intuitive greenwashing of non-renewable fibres.
Wool is close to our hearts, and the book is written to spread
knowledge about how wool can contribute to sustainable development.
Whether wool and products from animals are generally better or not,
opinions are divided. We have a growing vegan movement that does not
in any way or form accept products from animals, be it honey, eggs or—
wool. We want to contribute with perspectives related to this debate, so
that you, the reader, can think this through. In this discussion, we draw
on other natural fibres and their status against the alternative: synthetic
fibres. Don’t misunderstand us, synthetics have their place in some products, where their properties are unsurpassed. However, their cheap price
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and exponential growth in the market offers concern when they displace
more expensive and better-suited fibres for a given use. Especially if this
is based on industry tools that give a green light for their eco-credentials.
While the environmental debate has been about what we CANNOT
continue to do, less has offered a way forward. We have tried to make
the centre of gravity as forward-leaning as possible. We want to show
what is possible if we want to make the change. We must set the stage
for a world where we can be well-dressed without ruining the access to
resources for future generations. That was the essence of Norway’s former
Prime Minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland’s, definition of sustainability.
An equilibrium. This may be too late, but it is high time to roll up our
sleeves and get started.
The book consists of 7 chapters. They can be read as separate articles,
or as a complete volume. We think the latter will be most useful. We also
have a glossary that explains difficult words and those pesky acronyms.
All in all, we hope that language and acronyms will not be what stands
in the way of better collaboration, vibrant communities and beautiful
textiles—with provenance and value for us all.
We would like to thank: The Norwegian Research Council, The
National Centre for Research and Development, EEA Norway Grants
and the Norwegian Agricultural and Food Industry Research Funds.
We are also thankful to anonymous peer reviewers and those in our
professional networks who have participated and will cooperate in this
important work going forward. Our most profound thanks, however,
goes to Vilde Haugrønning, Lisbeth Løvbak Berg and the rest of the
clothing research team at SIFO, OsloMet1 for their invaluable help in
getting everything in order during the very last inning of this bookmarathon and because they, together with all those engaged young
people out there, are our true hope for the future.
Oslo, Norway

1

https://clothingresearch.oslomet.no/about-us/
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Jan Broda works as a Professor at the University of Bielsko-Biala, Faculty
of Materials, Civil and Environmental Engineering. He completed his
master’ degree in textile engineering (1982) and then obtained a Ph.D.
in textile engineering from the Technical University of Lodz (1991). He
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inspiration from the varafeldur and made prototypes
with the Japanese market in mind. These two products
are the results. They were never actually produced (Photo
credit Tone Skårdal Tobiasson)
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