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The Steadfast 

Stella McCartney is not just one of Britain s 

brightest shining talents of fashion - she is, 

without comparison, the most successful and 

critically acclaimed designer of eco-friendly 
tu.wry in the world. Never compromising on 

design, nor ideals, seems to be the secret to 
her sustainable success. Now, how might the 

rest of the industry learn? 

"I was brought up as a vegetarian on an organic 

farm in the countryside, so it kind of came very 

naturally to me," Stella McCartney explains 

logically, 'it' being of course environmental 

sustainability. The daughter of an ex-Beatie 

and an environmental activist, eco-awareness 

f or the masses seemed to have been written 

in the cards. Still, it was the fashion industry 

that attracted her as a young teenager and, in 

the nineties, she was schooled at prestigious 

colleges Ravensbourne and Central Saint Martins 

in London, closely watched by the media. Only 

two years after her graduation she replaced Karl 

Lagerfeld at the Parisian house Chloe to much 

initial controversy as well as commercial success. 

However, it was only after passing the litmus test 

of the international fashion circuit as a creative 
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director that she. with the founding of her 

namesake brand in 2001, made eco-awareness a 

part of her professional and creative oeuvre. 

Ahead of the pack 

As much high street fashion is currently 

exemplary of, sustainability has the risk of 

becoming a posture, a preliminary marketing 

strategy that far from fully addresses the real 

issue in the capacity that is currently needed. 

Many brands are seen doing eco capsule 

collections for the sake of publicity, while 

non-critically remaining reliant on processes 

detrimental to nature and its factory workers in 

the rest of its ranges. "Many people claim that 

leather is okay to use because it is a byproduct of 

the meat industry. However livestock production 

is one of the major causes of the world's most 

pressing environmental problems, including 

global warming, land degradation, air and water 

pollution, and loss of biodiversity." McCartney 

reminds us gently. And to be sure, Stella is not 

joking: As she proudly testifies, her ecological 

awareness goes from diverting 24 metric tons 

of waste from landfills to clothing recycling, 

and running all her UK stores on wind energy 

to flooring her stores with sustainably forested 

wood and completely banning animal testing 
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and leather in any of her production. In fact, 

even the company taxi journeys are stringently 

booked and conducted with hybrid cars! Where 

there's room for improvement, Stella acts, even 

when it entails losing money or sacrificing 

revenue. Refusing animal testing, for example, 

automatically excluded McCartney's perfumes 

and skin care from the booming Chinese market, 

as it is required there by law. "That isn't good 

enough for us," McCartney comments "and 

we are willing to wait until the law catches up 

with science." 

Outlining but a fragment of her brand's many 
sustainable initiatives, it might seem that eco­

friendly consumerism as a lifestyle requires 

several degrees in biology, or at least a 

vegetarian childhood in the British countryside. 

Indeed, totalitarian eco-fashion still suffers 

from a bad rap, bringing to mind oatmeal· 

coloured, badly fitted home-wear in hemp, light 

years away from the catwalks of Paris. While 

in reality, technology already provides a range 

of eco-friendly alternatives for even the most 

luxurious fashion production, consumers are still 

looking towards non-eco high fashion and its 

vanguards for the newest inspiration. Sure, we'll 

buy our veggies organic, but when it comes to 
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"It seems to me that fashion is the 

last industry on the planet 

to 

our precious garments, design trumps ecology 

anyday. Unfortunately, fashion is about dreams 

and desires, and rarely about saving the world. 

The design aspect cannot be compromised, 
dictates the selective fashion consumer, who 

might appreciate ethical production, but will still 

put her money elsewhere if the dress smells too 

much of homegrown hemp. 

Here, the Savile Row-trained Stella McCartney 

distinguishes herself from other eco-brands, as 

she commits to making beautiful and modern 

clothing while respecting the Earth. "I'm first and 

foremost a fashion designer. I studied to be a 
fashion designer, and I believe in luxury, I believe 

in beauty," she told Andrew Morgan in the fashion 

documentary True Cost in 2014, a film that. in 

the wake of the Rana Plaza Bangladesh clothing 

factory disaster, caused the mainstream media 

to talk about ecological and social sustainability 

with a new urgency and passion. "I think there's 

this thought process with sustainable fashion 

that you're sacrificing these things in order to 

be more responsible in your purchases, and the 

product itself will be compromised. I completely 

challenge that. I really believe that I can make as 

beautiful, if not more beautiful products, but in a 

way that is not harmful to the planet." 

A self-improving process 

The growing global success of Stella McCartney 
is indisputable, overseeing 23 stores worldwide 

address ethics." 

with an annual revenue of over £25 million. She 

is living proof that sustainability can be lucrative, 

perhaps because her organic aspirations never 

compromised the design, but always remained 
a close consideration and part of an ongoing 

process of improvement. As Stella admits. she 

didn't start out on all ethically sourced organic 

cotton and wind energy on day one, but rather 

experimented with different solutions and gradual 

advancements on models guided by personal 

instinct. And the brand remains far from perfect 

in their current production cycle: They 'only' 

outlawed the harmful plastic PVC from their 

products in 2010, for example, and they are still 

searching for a way to produce 100% cruelty-free 

silk. Still, fabrics are replaced almost seasonally 

by better and more sustainable alternatives, and 

the brand strategically targets particular areas for 

innovation and advancement. "We will probably 

never be perfect. but you can rest assured that 

we are always trying," McCartney explains. 

'"We will continue to consider the impact we 

have on the planet as we design clothing, open 

stores and manufacture our products." 

McCartney exemplifies that sustainability isn't 

all-or-nothing ultimatums, but continous self­

examination and innovation. 

As McCartney explains, "sustainability isn't just 

one thing. It isn't just organic cotton - it's organic 

cotton. plus wind energy, plus not using PVC, plus 
thousands of other little steps that eventually 

make a more sustainable company." That is not 

to mention social sustainability, which entails 

transparent supply chains and the ensuring of 

fair and safe labour rights for all fashion workers, 

including the often neglected factory workers in 
places such as Bangladesh and the Phillipines. 

Most recently, they were the first luxury brand to 

join the Ethical Trading lnitative and the Natural 

Resources Defence Council's Clean by Design 

program, ensuring a simultaneous improvement 

of the brand's environmental and social profile. 

Far from attempting to monopolize fashion's 
green wave, the charismatic McCartney 

continues to be an outspoken activist for 

sustainability, and has even gone to great lengths 

to encourage the rest of the fashion world to 

keep up with her groundbreaking business model 

of sustainable luxury with the development 

of a go-to list of 'sustainability commitments· 

(strategies include how to recycle cashmere and 

how to manage water more responsibly). "Why 

doesn't every other house do it? Why don't 

they push themselves?" she asks. "It seems 

to me that fashion is the last industry on the 

planet to address ethics. That's something I hate 

about my industry. I think every industry has to 

be pushed, it has to be answerable to how it's 

producing a product. And the fashion industry 

is no different from others." A pioneer of her 

time, Stella certainly is different, revolutionizing 

luxury fashion step by step from within. 

Marketable or not. 
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