O &

Troubled Water s

The outdoor industry is beginning to pay attention to the big
problem of microplastic pollution. BY COURTNEY HOLDEN

PLASTICSAREabigproblem. The
more scientistslook for microplastics
r tiny plastic particlessmaller than
mm—about the size of asesame
seed), themorethey find, even in seemingly
pristineareassuch aspolar regions, glaciers,
and river headwatersworldwide. And with that
understandingcomesan uncomfortabletruth:
Theoutdoor industry’ssynthetic textilesare
contributingtothepollution problem.

“Moreand more, they'refindingthesetiny bits
of plastic everywhere,” said Mat Dewit e, head of
marketingfor LifeStraw, whosefiltration systems
remove 99.999 percent of microplasticsfrom
drinkingwater. “Everybody hasheard about the
problemsin our oceans, but it’'sin other natural
water sources. It’snow showingup in municipal
water and bot led water. Any of these places people
thought were safe, thesetiny pieces of plasticare
showingup.”

When plastic waste from anumber of sourcesends
upin waterways, it getsweathered, broken down,
and eventually reduced tomicroplastics. And they're
everywhere: Initsfour-year look at microplastics
in water sourcesacrosstheglobe, thenonprofit
Adventure Scientistsfound that 89 percent of ocean
samplesand 51percent of freshwater samples
contained microplastic pollution.

Many outdoor industry brandsarealready taking
stepstoreducetheamount of plasticthat ends
up intheoceansby creating garments made from
recycled sodaand water bot les (thusremoving
them from thetrash stream). Patagoniahas been
doingso for morethan adecade. Adidas Outdoor’s
Parley lineup of shoesand jacketsismadeentirely
out of plastics collected along beachesand
waterways. And Carve Designsjoinstheranksthis
season with itsnew Acqua Terrafabric, made from
recycled plastics.

But such e ortsaren’t enough. Reducingplastic
wasteisan important step, but Beth Jensen, senior
director of sustainable businessinnovation at
the Outdoor Industry Association, arguesthat
theindustry should now put microfibersinits
sights. “Whether it'sthe production processor the
consumer washingagarment at home, fiberscome
o thegarment. Thesetiny particlesarewashing
o both natural and synthetic garmentsintothe
oceans and waterways,” she said.

PrimaLof , which will introduce new insulation

products made from 100-percent post-consumer
recycled plastic bot lesthisshow, hasan eye
toward the microfiber sheddingprocess. “That’s
an issuethat we are very much aware of and
somethingthat weareactively workingon finding
solutionsfor,” said Ken Fisk, thebrand’s PRand
marketingcommunications manager. Industry-
wide solutions might range from developing new
materialsthat don't readily shed microplastics

in thewash cycletoimprovingodor control
technologies so consumersdon’t have to wash
their clothesasof en. And at least one company
hasafix on themarket right now: The Guppyfriend
Washing Bag, amesh laundry sack that trapsthe
tiny fibersfor proper disposal.

Jensen pointsout that the outdoor industryis
just asmall contributor tothe problem, but could
takeon an outsizerolein helpingfind asolution
that’sgood for businessand the planet. @
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OADebuts First-Ever
Sustainability Report

“We can’t ignore how our products

are made and how that impacts our

communities,” said Beth Jensen,
senior director of sustainable business
innovation for OIA, at the release of the
sustainability benchmarking report
yesterday.

Consumers certainly aren't ignoring
it: Arecent report released by Cone Com-
munications reveals that 86 percent of
U.S. consumers expect companies to act
on social and environmental issues.
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But there’s a knowledge gap regard-
ing the impact of product creation.
“The majority of consumers have no
idea about the complexity of the supply
chain,” Jensen said. For instance, 80
suppliers are used to make one tent.
Furthermore, “Most consumers do not
know where products are made. The
majority of products—97 percent of
apparel and 98 percent of footwear—is
made overseas,” Jensen told a packed
room of industry professionals.

The sustainability benchmark report
focuses on environmental, social,
and sustainability impacts related to
supply chains and product manufac-
turing, based o  of asurvey of 150

outdoor industry representatives of
123 companies that are mostly small-
to medium-sized businesses.

Onefinding revealed that small
companies (defined as meeting $2.5
million in annual revenue) have a lower
adoption rate of the Higg Index, a
scorecard for sustainability. The report
also found that large companies (at
least $50 million in annual revenue)
embed sustainability and a proactive
mind-set directly into their business
strategy, and, for some, the motivation
was in part due to the overall benefits
of e ciency.

The sameiis true of goal-setting
around carbon: 17 percent of both

small and medium companies set
goalsrelated to carbon reduction,
while 42 percent of large companies
do so.

Moving forward, target- setting is
important for individual companies and
theindustry as awhole to identify and
captureenergy e ciency. OAintends
to build out support for smaller com-
panies to adopt the Higg Index, and
thus propel the measure into the main-
stream. “With the combination of the
GDP and this OlAsustainability report,
the outdoor industry has an opportu-
nity to be aleader,” said Matt Thurston,
RE’s director of sustainability.
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