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“We started Outerknown to prove 
that fundamental change in the 
fashion industry is not only necessary, 
but possible. In order to radically 
change the industry’s environmental 
footprint, beneficial fibers must be 
brought to scale and made affordable. 
Organic, recycled and renewable 
materials will become the industry 
standard if we band together and 
advocate for this as a reality. Please 
join Outerknown in creating a future 
where the best choice for the planet 
is also the best choice for business.” 
 —kelly slater

Outerknown (Co-founder  
& Professional Surfer)

RIGHT  A smaller iceberg breaks loose into the chilly  
and flowing forest of melting ice in the Lemaire Channel, 
Antarctica. Photo: Art Brewer



THIS SPREAD (clockwise from top left) willow tree, Montauk, New York. Photo: Bjorn Iooss. Sun sparkles from 
under the Sea of Cortez. Photo: Zak Bush. Sunset reflections from atop Hapiti Lagoon, Moorea, Tahiti. Photo: 
Art Brewer. Snow in paradise. Up high on the Big Island, Hawaii. Photo: Todd Glaser.32 OUTERKNOWN
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Forward

Welcome to the Blue Book. If this book found its way into your hands, 
chances are high that you are in some way connected to the fashion 
industry, are concerned about its negative impact, and are already 
working toward solutions. Imagine the difference we can make if we all 
band together.

Outerknown has a solution and we’re hoping you will join us on a 
project we are calling Preferential Tariffs for Benefit Fibers. Our idea is 
to provide tax breaks for textiles that work with the planet, instead of 
against it. Currently, Benefit Fibers (think Recycled, Reused, Regenerated, 
Organic) cost more than conventional fibers but with Preferential Tariff 
legislation, we could change that.

Preferential tariffs will level the playing field and encourage wider 
adoption. Smaller companies will adopt Benefit Fibers when the tariffs 
offset the added cost and large companies can use these tariffs to create 
industry scale in Benefit Fibers without adding to their bottom line.  

The Blue Book was conceived to explore the economic rewards for 
choosing planet-positive materials. Most brands would produce products 
with less environmental impact if the economics made sense and the 
resources were available. In these pages, we have attempted to explore 
this opportunity and the result is clear: Preferential Tariffs for Benefit 
Fibers are environmentally sound and economically viable.  

Bringing about a change this seismic will take radical collaboration 
and political will. The Blue Book was created to mobilize all of us—the 
executives, the creatives, the suppliers, the bean counters, the activ-
ists, the artists, the specialists. We can come together around this single  
legislative issue and show that the right thing for the planet can also be 
the right thing for business.

—JOHN MOORE , Outerknown (Co-founder and Creative Director)

PG.4 Chaotic beauty as the day goes dark. Photo: Jon Frank 
PG.6–7 Is there a better place for self-reflection than sitting 
somewhere big and beautiful as the day goes dark? Sunset along 
the shores of Lake Tahoe. Photo: Zak Bush
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For Benefit Fibers:  
A Call-to-Action

An Outerknown Initiative in  
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There is a wicked truth at  
the heart of the apparel 
industry. We are destroying 
the planet. According to 
many, only big oil is more 
destructive to Mother Earth 
than what we perpetrate 
everyday with our textiles 
and manufacturing and  
retail habits. The history 
books will not be kind.

Here at Outerknown we consider it our greatest responsibility to own this 
ugliness and, more importantly, to work at making it better. When we launched 
as a sustainable clothing company we thought we knew the difficulties involved. 
We were wrong. From design and supply chain to production and packaging, 
there is a constant headwind blowing against you when you are trying to make 
moves with the environment as part of your bottom line. To say it takes daily 
effort would be an understatement. 

Luckily, we aren’t alone. 
Never before have there been more brands interested in being responsible 

environmental citizens. Never before has there been more technology available 
to help us recycle, reuse, and repurpose materials. Never before has there 
been more innovation in textile production to make it cleaner and healthier for 
people and planet alike. And, perhaps above all, never before has there been 
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more customer demand for clothing that not only looks good, but is better for 
the planet. Certainly, on the best days, it feels like change has begun.

However, in a nation where the apparel industry was comprised of over 
90% virgin polyester and non-organic cotton fabrics in 2017, arguably the 
two materials that tread most heavily on eco-systems both domestically and 
abroad, the math tells us otherwise. The destructive legacy of these habits is 
undeniable and potentially unending. From the oceans to the forests to the 
atmosphere and beyond, nothing is safe from fashion’s fall out. Our call to 
action is clear. Collectively, we are a $315 billion industry. Big or small, we all 
have some blood on our hands.

We must do 
better. 
From our launch in 2015, true and measurable environmental stewardship has 
been a guiding value for Outerknown. Our very first collection was made from 
80% preferred fibers. Things like recycled, reused, regenerated and/or organic 
textiles have been our focus since go. But sustainability isn’t linear and progress 
is anything but easy. Each season presents new challenges with navigating an 
international supply chain that still prioritizes conventional and polluting materials. 
That being said, all of our collections have featured clothes made with recycled 
materials, hemp, and organic cotton. In fact, the Fall of 2018 saw 91% of our line 
made with organic cotton. The goal, or course, is 100% sustainability. 

PG.8 Lee Meirowitz bobs for some air to 
breathe while exploring the protected 
reefs of Cabo Pulmo, Mexico. Photo: Zak 
Bush PG.11 Too often, the price future 
generations will have to pay for our 
modern life is spelled out in trash along 
the beach. The fallout from our current 

consumption habits will be a fierce one 
and it will most certainly be made out 
of plastic. Even 11-time world surfing 
champion Kelly Slater is not immune to 
our toxic legacy. This fistful of evidence 
was collected in mere minutes from the 
beach outside of his Hawaiian home. For 

every item sold from our S.E.A. SHOP, 10 
pounds of ocean plastic gets cleaned up 
through our ongoing partnership with 
The Ocean Cleanup. North Shore, Oahu. 
Photo: Zak Bush PG.13 The benefits of 
using organic cotton versus non-organic 
are tremendous. It requires less energy 
and does less damage to the earth when 
we make the switch to organic, all without 
sacrificing any in-hand performance. Our 
Fall ’18 line had 105 pieces made from 
organic cotton. In fact, using organic 
cotton, like that pictured growing here, 
saves upwards of 90% more water than 
its conventional counterpart! 
Photo: Zak Bush
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We always 
have a choice. 
And so the question begs to be asked, why don’t we make better choices with 
our baseline materials? With more sustainable textile options available to our 
industry than ever before, why do we still choose the least environmentally-
friendly fibers possible 9 out of 10 times? Already, we have a full lineup of 
potential fiber options available to us that deliver significantly better results for 
the planet while sacrificing nothing in the feel and performance departments. 
These Benefit Fibers, like organic cotton, recycled polyester, recycled nylon, 
and Lyocell, all work to clean up the apparel industry’s environmental impact 
on a number of fronts. And yet, their use remains minute in comparison to their 
more polluting, conventional alternatives.

The only real answer for this disparity is money. For most, the increased 
cost of using Benefit Fibers is simply too high. 
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How do we incentivize people 
to make better choices? 
For the past 18 months, we have been searching for a solution. Through 
workshops and outreach with fellow brands and industry watchdogs, like 
the Textile Exchange and Glasgow Caledonian University, we have come up 
with The Preferential Tariff Project. It is a simple solution to a most complex and 
pressing problem. It is a plan to grease the skids towards a better tomorrow. 

By giving Benefit Fibers a tax break at import, The Preferential Tariff Project 
makes it less expensive to do the right thing. The concept isn’t entirely crazy. We 
already use similar mechanisms to stimulate necessary environmental change 
in the energy, automotive, and building sectors. Tariffs can be an instrument 
for growth and for good just as readily as they can punish less desirable or 
competing products.

Imagine a world where using an established Benefit Fiber for a sweatshirt 
or a pair of jeans earned you a Preferential Tariff at import. Brands of all sizes 
would no longer have to choose between their bottom line and destroying 
the planet’s baseline. We would still face a choice with our fabrics, but that 
choice would become increasingly irrelevant. Preferential Tariffs for Benefit 
Fibers would merge economic and environmental sensibilities into the same 
pursuit. Consider the big picture meaning of that for a moment in a line of work 
as dubiously dirty as apparel.

The results could change the industry forever. 

Generally speaking, if it is nylon in nature, then it is petroleum-based. You cannot avoid 
this toxic point-of-origin when working with one of fashion’s most fundamental 
fibers. However, using ECONYL® is a great example of how innovation can work 
for us in fashion. We introduced this regenerated, nylon-substitute to the American 
market with our launch back in 2015. 

PG.14 A moment of solitude on the shore 
of Lake Tahoe, CA. Photo: Zak Bush 
PG.17 Re-imagining and re-purposing 
a material that is otherwise destined 

to spend forever in the landfill is an 
act of creation with multi-generational 
benefits. It is a gift that will be unwrapped 
again and again by the children of the 

future. This is the daily work at the 
ECONYL® Intake Center in Slovenia. 
Here, old fishing nets and other bits 
of polyester trash get regenerated 
into Grade A ECONYL® nylon. Photos: 
Todd Glaser PGS.18-19 There is light 
in everything if we are willing to look. 
Sunshine captured in a raindrop. Photo: 
Todd Glaser



“There is no beauty in even the finest  
cloth if it makes hunger and unhappiness.”
 —mahatma gandhi
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Benefit Fibers vs. Conventional Fibers  
A Side by Side Comparison

Conventional fibers are household names, they are the foundational 
fibers of the apparel industry and they wreak havoc on our 
environment when we produce them, when we manufacture clothes 
with them, and when we are done wearing them. Everything from 
greenhouse gas pollution and excessive water use to deforestation 
and soil degradation can be directly linked to the use of these fabrics. 
Benefit Fibers, by contrast, often perform just as well in a fashion 
sense but have significantly improved environmental footprints. 
They are sourced ethically and sustainably and they are often made 
from organic, recycled, and/or regenerated materials. They are also 
known as Preferred Fibers. 

benefit fibers

- Recycled 
- Regenerated
- Reused 
- Organic 

These fibers use less energy in  
production and cause less harm when 
you are done wearing them. 

Examples include: 
Recycled Nylon, REEL Cotton,  
ECONYL®, Organic Hemp, Organic 
Cotton, Recycled Cotton, Lyocel

 conventional fibers

- Virgin nylon 
- Cotton 
- Polyester
- Spandex 

These fibers are the foundational fibers 
of the fashion industry but they often 
wreak havoc on our environment when 
we produce them, when we make 
clothes with them, and when we are 
done wearing them. 

While popular virgin synthetics such as polyester and nylon are 
petroleum-based and dangerously polluting in each step of their life 
cycle, their “Preferred” alternatives have a markedly different legacy 
as they are either recycled or bio-based in their origin. The latter are 
made with renewable and/or 100% natural polymers.

01

PG.20 Half full or half empty? If the fashion industry could achieve 50% Benefit Fiber use 
across the board, the impacts would be astronomical. Energy and water would be saved, 
pollution prevented, and the need for landfills reduced. 

Illustration: Andrew Holder
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Interview: ETHAN STEWART 

Change has to start somewhere. Last year, 
Outerknown won a grant from the Levi Strauss 
& Co. Collaboratory. At the core of the grant 
application was an idea, the Preferential Tariff 
Project. This is the same idea that is at the heart 
of this book. 

Initially conceived by Outerknown’s Chief 
Sustainability Officer, Shelly Gottschamer, and 
the company’s Co-founder and Creative Director, 
John Moore, it is a plan to fundamentally change 
the way the apparel industry does business. It is 
a plan to make Benefit Fibers more affordable 
for brands of all bankrolls. It is a plan to level the 
playing field in the name of environmental stew-
ardship and usher in a new era of responsible 
fashion. It is a plan that calls for cheaper import 
taxes on certain textiles. Specifically, ones that 
tread more lightly on the earth than their conven-
tional counterparts. It is a plan that, if successful, 
goes all the way to Washington D.C.

So what exactly is The Preferential Tariff 
Project and where did it come from? Well, to 
that end, we had our friend and journalist Ethan 
Stewart sit down with John and Shelly to get the 
skinny on the P.T.P. 

ethan stewart  It’s no longer the elephant in 
the room. Fashion is fatal for the planet and 
everyone who is half-awake knows it. Why 
aren’t these so-called Benefit Fibers, stuff 
like recycled polyester and sustainable cotton, 
more commonly used right now?

john moore Clear and easy, it is money. 
Benefit Fibers just cost more and economics is 
survival. Period. Look, when you are an emerg-
ing brand and you only have so much money to 
spend, you sort of have to take the most afforda-
ble option. And, for the bigger, more established 
brands, they have historically made material 

decisions based on the lowest cost available so 
they can protect the highest margins possible. 
They maybe don’t see the value around making 
more sustainable choices. 

shelly gottschamer  It is absolutely about 
cost. Before working specifically on sustain-
ability, I worked for over 20 years in sourcing 
and production within the apparel industry. The 
number one reason why brands aren’t using 
more Benefit Fibers is because they can’t af-
ford it. 

jm But the P.T.P. is a business opportunity 
for all of us [in apparel]. No matter your industry, 
the future is around sustainable innovation. We 
are already seeing that across the board. 

sg The bottom line is, if you want to be 
in business in 5, 10, 15, 20 years down the 
road, then you need to be looking at sustain-
able sourcing as a metric for long-term busi-
ness health. Resources are going to become 
scarce. That is not up for debate. Look at the 
trends within the investment community right 
now to employ E.S.G. [Environmental, Social, 
Governance] values to evaluate potential invest-
ments. The Preferred Tariff Project is the right 
thing to do and this is the right time to do it. 

es Ok. That all makes a ton of sense but how 
does something like a Preferred Tariff for a 
Benefit Fibers work to change current indus-
try habits? What is the real power of this idea?

jm Outerknown is always going to try and 
build things in the most sustainable way pos-
sible. That won’t change, tariffs or otherwise. 
But we know not every brand can do this. We 
know firsthand how difficult and expensive a 
commitment to sustainability truly is. The pow-
er of a Preferred Tariff comes from its ability to 
make responsible manufacturing practices equal 
better economics for any company out there. If 
you have to buy less chemicals to produce your 
products then you are going to save money. If 
you use less water in the development process 

Creation and Instigation: Up Close with  
the Preferential 
Tariff Project

02

Outerknown’s Travis Heard and Co-chairs Shelly Gottschamer and John Moore
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“Did you know that there is already a tariff 
breakout for Organic Coffee? Why isn’t there 
one for Organic Cotton? Because we haven’t 
asked for it. We need to stand up and ask and 
we need to do it together.”  —�SHELLY�GOTTSCHAMER, 

Outerknown (Chief Sustainability Officer)
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for your textiles then you are going to save mon-
ey. And if you use materials that have a reduced 
or zero duty at import because they are better 
for the environment, then you are also going 
to save money. A lot of money. I challenge the 
bigger brands amongst us to see this for the 
opportunity that it is.

sg Maybe think about it this way: Innovation 
right now, in recycling, is being pushed from 
the bottom because the scale and the demand 
just isn’t there for the bigger players. So, if you 
change the paradigm and it suddenly costs less 
to import something like a recycled material, 
then people are going to start flocking to those 
commodities for the cost savings. From a cer-
tain view, the environmental benefit is a cherry 
on top. This new demand will drive innovation 
across the sector towards much needed things 
like more energy efficient recycling and textile 
to textile recycling. And that says nothing of 
the basic cost savings benefit for brands that 
John mentioned. If we woke up tomorrow and 
Preferential Tariffs for Benefit Fibers was a reality 
then brands would be able to afford more and, 
as a result, these types of fibers would become 
more plentiful. It would open the pathway with-
in the apparel industry for the future, for things 
like circularity, closed-loop clothing, and curb-
side recycling.

es What are we waiting for?  
How does this happen? 

jm I hope that sustainability becomes the 
normal way that all brands design products and 
the normal way that all consumers buy products. 
The only way that this is ever going to happen is 
by collaborating. Sustainability is the last thing 
in the world that should be selfish. The fact that 
Levi Strauss & Co. gave us a grant to start this 
journey—a multi-billion industry titan working 
hand in hand with this tiny little company called 
Outerknown to spark a conversation about us-
ing more responsible materials—that, to me, is 
the spirit of collaboration. That’s what is at the 
core of this entire thing. And that is what needs 
to come next. We need to get more people to 
join the conversation. We need to put the right 
ideas in front of the right people and, when the 
time is right, take this idea to the policy makers 
in Washington D.C. 

sg I really come from the business side of 
the apparel world. Coming out of sourcing and 
production—there is zero collaboration. None. 
It is just too competitive. You know, stuff like 

‘That’s my source! No way am I sharing my 
costing, volumes, etc. You are going to take 
my capacity. It’s not happening. We aren’t col-
laborating.’ There is just no community around 
it. But, stepping into the sustainability side of 
things, it is all about collaboration. There is a 
lot of community because the end goal is the 
same. People understand that they are work-
ing for a common cause. We all want a better 
planet. We know we are in the midst of an en-
vironmental emergency and that it is going to 
take everybody to figure it out. So yes, I agree 
with John, we need to grow the collaboration…
But the one thing I will add. One of the things 
that I’ve learned over the past 12 to 18 months 
of working on this and talking with colleagues 
and workshops with the Textile Exchange, is 
that you have to stand up. You have to ask for 
what you want. Did you know that there is al-
ready a tariff breakout for Organic Coffee? Why 
isn’t there one for Organic Cotton? Because we 
haven’t asked for one yet. We need to stand up 
and ask and we need to do it together. We are 
over a $315 billion industry here in the United 
States. Together, we are a force. What are we 
waiting for?

“…if you change the 
paradigm and it 
suddenly costs less to  
import something like  
 recycled materials,  
then people are going 
to start flocking to 
these commodities for 
the cost savings.”
 —shelly gottschamer

The exploration can never stop. The innovation has to be endless. After all, big 
problems require big changes…Or else. Luckily, there are more Benefit Fibers 
available to use than ever before. Things like organic cotton and recycled nylon 
are two of the fastest growing sectors of the textile marketplace. Unfortunately, 
the only thing growing faster is the continued use of conventional fibers that 
destroy and degrade both people and planet. Our work is clear and it starts with 
our supply chains. 

PG.22  The architect of the Preferential 
Tariff Project and Outerknown’s Chief  
Sustainability Officer, Shelly Gottschamer. 
Photographed at Outerknown’s head-
quarters in Culver City, California. Photo: 
Zak Bush PG.24–25 A classic before and 
after courtesy of ECONYL®: At left is the 

raw, used material; an old commercial 
fishing net. At right is the finished 
product; a pair of our Evolution Series 
board shorts. This is the only type of trash 
we want to see in the lineup. Photos: Todd 
Glaser/Zak Bush PG.27 Indeed, purpose is 
in the eye of the beholder. What once was 

headed for the dump now can be headed 
for next year’s Spring line. Outerknown 
Creative Director/Co-founder John Moore 
considers the possibilities in a piece of 
sea glass. Kamakura, Japan. Photo: Zak 
Bush PG.28 From above to below and all 
the places in between, nature is perhaps 
the greatest teacher when it comes to 
sustainability. At top, the light of the 
heavens dances upon the surface of the 
sea somewhere in the South Pacific. At 
bottom, Kelly Slater gets close with the 
underwater landscapes of Off the Wall, 
Oahu, Hawaii. Photos: Todd Glaser
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“For sustainability to really take  
hold, it has to be considered in every 
discussion at the company.  
We can change our environmental 
impacts but it will take nothing  
less than that level of commitment.”
 —mark walker,

Outerknown (CEO)
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A Visual  
Exploration of 
Coexistence

Natural  
Mechanics

photos:

Art 
Brewer

03
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THE BALANCE OF THINGS

There are lions of surf photography and then there is Art Brewer. In a word; leg-
endary. For the better part of five decades, Brewer has been pointing his camera 
at the most poetic parts of an international surfing life. He is a man of the world 
and has travelled it with an open mind and a unique and honest eye; unafraid to 
get weird, get radical, or, simply, keep it real. From high wattage surf stars to tiny, 
forgotten nature details and everything in-between, his body of work transcends 
the industry and speaks directly to our collective humanity and our home; Planet 
Earth. It is a celebration of fragility, coexistence, and the power of action.

PG.30 Clockwise from top left: A banana 
leaf cuts a ghostly existence in Indo, 
2007. Far flung exploration requires both 
man power and machine power. Local 
transportation in the Bay of Bengal, India, 
2002. We are always casting a shadow no 
matter what we do. Such is the dance of 
coexistence. Palm tree shadows in Mexico, 
2006. The fleeting beauty of sea and light 
and the foamy retreat of a wave. Mexico, 
2006. PG.31 The climate cares little about 
your needs but our needs depend very 
much on our climate. The indifference and 
harshness of an Antarctica in flux offers 
this lesson on the daily. A rather naked 
Chris Malloy hoping to find a steam vent 
somewhere at the bottom of the world 
on the volcanic beaches of Deception 
Island, 2000. PG.32–33 The forever joy of 
playing both with nature and in nature 
is undeniable. Mark Cunningham is a 
wizard in board shorts when it comes to 
this dance of duality. Up close with an 
underwater take off at Ehukai Beach Park, 
Hawaii, 1991. PG.34 Remember when you 
were a kid and you would lose entire days 
just playing outside? Curiosity and joy 
were your co-pilots. This mindset serves 
us well no matter our age. Here, some 
village kids from the Mentawai Islands 

take their canoes out to investigate the 
pro surfers pillaging the waves out front 
of their island home in Indonesia, 1998. 
PG.35 The beauty is endless when choose 
to look close. Artful abstraction in the 
details of the Na Pali Coast, Kauai circa 
1999. PG.36–37 We are of this planet. Not 
above it. All our actions are rooted in this 
place and all our actions impact this place. 
The results can be beautiful or ugly. The 
choice is ours. Man and elephant, out for 
an afternoon swim after a day of hard work 
in the Andaman Islands, Bay of Bengal, 
India, 1997. PG.38 Life starts here. Detail 
of a seed pod, Andaman Islands, Bay of 
Bengal, India, 1997. PG.39  While the 
moments are always temporary, our habits 
can have impact for generations to come. 
Consciousness requires reflection. Clouds 
and color in-motion in the Seychelles 
Islands, 1998. PG.40 The textures of the 
planet are as infinitely vast and varied 
as our fingerprints. Sandstone detail 
at Point Lobos, Monterey, California, 
2001. PG.40–41  The coral reefs of the  
world are markedly more unhealthy 
in recent years and our role in this 
large-scale die-off is without question. 
Inspecting the underwater landscapes of 
the Andaman Sea during healthier times 

in 1997. PG.41 There once was water here. 
Wet conditions should never be taken 
for granted. A dry lake bed somewhere 
along the road to Bahia de Los Angeles, 
Baja California, 2002. PG.42 There are 
roughly 7.2 billion people inhabiting our 
planet. There were approximately 4.2 
billion of us when this photo was taken. 
Sports at the Los Angeles Coliseum, 
California, 1977. PG.43  Sunsets get all 
the glory but sunrises are where it all 
begins. Even the most chaotic of days 
have the potential to begin and end with 
perfect and sublime peace. The light of 
the day in Hapiti Lagoon, Moorea, French 
Polynesia, 1995. PG.44–45  No matter 
your thoughts on climate change, you 
cannot argue with the fact that the ice 
caps at both ends of Earth are shrinking 
at an alarming rate. The evidence is 
overwhelming and immediately visible to 
even an amateur eye. These vast networks 
of ice and snow help set the pace for  the 
world’s weather patterns. They are also 
mesmerizingly beautiful. An ice wall 
along the Lemire Channel, Antarctica, 
2000. PG.46 Holiness is in the eye of the 
beholder but the sanctity of the planet is 
there for all of us to see. What’s blocking 
your view? Indian holy man, Port Blair, 
Andaman Islands, 2002. PG.47 At top, the 
afternoon light turns the sands of Todos 
Santos into a ribbed weave of temporal 
art, Baja Sur, 2013. Below, one of the more 
fun loving mammals around poses for a 
classic Art Brewer portrait in the waters 
off the Big Island of Hawaii, 1992.

“The universe is not required to  
be in perfect harmony with human  
ambition.” —carl sagan
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An Exploration of 
Textile Tariff Breaks 
Both Real & Imagined

Not All “Good”  
is Created Equal

Words: 
Ethan Stewart 
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Having clothes that can handle the 
elements is a key part to finding the 
fun in the Great Outdoors. Nobody 
wants to get wet and soggy when 
the adventures of the day demand 
staying dry and stoked. However, 
the treatments that usually get de-
livered to a fabric to make it more 
weather-proof are often dangerous 
for our ecosystems and our health. 
They also get a tax break while 
other, more earth-friendly, alterna-
tives are left paying full price. The 
Preferential Tariff Project is out to 
change that.

PG.49-50  Finding a waterproofing 
technology that doesn’t leave behind 
a legacy of pollution and health 
hazards has been on our shortlist of 
goals here at Outerknown since we 
started. Testing the fluorocarbon- 
free, C-Zero treatment along the 
coast of Oregon was a pinnacle mo-
ment for us. Watching those fabled 
Pacific Northwest raindrops pile up 
on the outside of our jackets without 
any negative impacts for the water-
shed around us was a small victory 
we won’t soon forget. Photos: Zak 
Bush PG.51 According to studies 
by Greenpeace International, PFC’s 
associated with traditional water- 
repellent treatments have been 
found in some of the most far-flung 
and otherwise pristine environ-
ments on the planet. Lake Tahoe is 
no different. Genoa Peak, California. 
Photo: Zak Bush

04 How do you measure good? What is your metric? 
How do you quantify the difference between the 

“good” of doing something like rescuing a neighbor’s 
kitten from a tree and the “good” of saving future 
generations from a complete ecosystem collapse? 
Both are noble and heroic acts, critically important to 
all parties involved. Certainly, though, we can agree 
that there are quite a few degrees of difference in both 
undertaking and impact when considering these two 
obvious “good” actions. It follows easily that, not all 

“good” is created equal. 

With this in mind, let us now consider the modest proposal 
made by the Preferential Tariff Project. Specifically, let’s look at the 
conceptual tariff breaks for Benefit Fibers versus the established 
and often used tariff breaks for Durable Water Repellent (DWR) 
treated fabrics. If you own any technical outdoor gear—or even 
some not-so-technical stuff—then the chances are high that you 
have seen the telltale DWR logo imprinted somewhere in your 
wardrobe. It is an ubiquitous polymer that gets applied to virtually 
all technical outerwear face fabrics and it does exactly what its 
name suggest: it helps keep you dry. Spend even a modest amount 
of time chasing fun in the Great Outdoors and you have, no doubt, 
benefited from the chemical wizardry that is DWR. 

Interestingly enough, did you know that every DWR treated 
fabric that works so well at keeping you dry also enjoyed a sizable 
tariff reduction when it was imported into the United States? That’s 
right, thanks to a chemical industry lobby effort several years ago, 
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THE LIFECYCLE OF 
PFC’S IN NATURE

Fluorocarbons, also known as 
PFC’s, are used in the manufactur-
ing process of several industries 
and fashion is no exception. Once 
released into the world, these pe-
troleum-based polymers spread 
endlessly though the food chain 
and have the potential to do damage 
every step of the way. The industry 
norm is to make clothes weather- 
repellent by treating them with a 
PFC-based coating. At concentra-
tion, these chemicals are known 
hormone disruptors and have been 
linked to everything from cancer 
and birth defects to high cholester-
ol and autoimmune disease. This 
destructive echo through the ages 
means big trouble for people and 
planet alike. 

Illustration: Andrew Holder

fabrics that are sprayed, dipped, vaporized or otherwise treated 
with a DWR polymer earn themselves a big time savings at duty. 
How big you ask? Well, take a polyester jacket for example: That 
jacket is typically hit with a 27% to 32% duty at import. Take that 
same jacket and treat it with DWR and that tariff drops to as low 
as 7.9%! Now, take this benefit spread it across a $1 million or 
even $500,000 shipment. The difference is staggering and has 
been a boon for certain sectors of the apparel industry. Without a 
doubt, whether you plug in on the company or customer side of 
the equation, it is hard not to consider all of this DWR business to 
be a very “good” thing. 

However, another fun fact about DWR that you might not know: 
the stuff is just plain miserable for the environment. To be fair, DWR 
treatments come in degrees of toxicity and some big strides have 
been made in recent years to clean up the overall practice. But, 
without question, it is still a highly unhealthy undertaking with a 
destructive, multi-generational legacy. The problem stems from 
the fact that DWR typically contain fluorocarbons also known as 
PFC’s. The much maligned BPA (Bisphenol A) is an example of 
a PFC. These chemicals rarely breakdown in nature and readily 
bioaccumulate in the food chain, two traits that become all the 
more insidious when you account for the unavoidable way that 
DWR treatments slowly rub off your clothing and need to be re-
stored. They are known hormone disruptors and, at concentra-
tion, can cause everything from cancer and birth defects to high 
cholesterol and autoimmune disease. According to the Center for 
Disease Control, every U.S. resident has PFC’s in their blood. In 
2015, Greenpeace went to great lengths to detail the extent of PFC 
pollution in some of the most remote and wild places on earth and 
the findings of their Footprints in the Snow report are terrifying. In 
fact, the European Union has recently worked to ban the use of 
certain PFC’s commonly found in many DWR treatments. Here in 
the United States, we still give them a tax break.  

—>
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PG.55 The goal of the Preferential 
Tariff Project is to level the play-
ing field and make Benefit Fibers 
affordable for brands of all shapes 
and sizes. Organic cotton fields, pic-
tured top, and spools of ECONYL®’s 
regenerated nylon thread, at bottom 
with Kelly Slater, are the future of 
the textile industry. These are the 
source materials for tomorrow’s 
fashion. Photos: Zak Bush and 
Todd Glaser

—> Now, let us explore the  
potential for “good” related  
to giving Benefit Fibers a  
tariff break similar to what  
DWR currently enjoys.

First, there is the obvious economic benefit of lowering the cost 
barriers to using more environmentally-conscious materials. This 
would allow new and emerging brands to use sustainable materials 
sooner rather than waiting until they are more financially estab-
lished. It would also allow established and well-known brands to 
start switching over their materials portfolios to more sustainable 
options without having to take a big expense hit. This levels the 
playing field in a powerful way. In short, Preferential Tariffs for 
Benefit Fibers would make it easier to do the right thing. Factor in 
the rapidly increasing consumer demand for consciously-sourced 
products and it becomes easy to speculate about the potential for 
real growth at the sales level.  

Second, there is an undeniable value in any action that works 
to improve the apparel industry’s monstrous environmental foot-
print. As a whole, the industry produced 64.8 million metric tons of 
synthetic fibers in 2016 to go with 21 million metric tons of cotton. 
These numbers, which come from the Textile Exchange’s 2017 
Preferred Fibers Material Report, represent a whole lot of energy 
and waste and water. However, unpack these numbers, and the 
potential power of incentivizing the use of more sustainable ma-
terials quickly reveals itself. For example, of that huge volume of 
petroleum-based synthetics, 7% was certified recycled—a rather 
small number with some rather big results. That miniature market 
share being sourced via recycling prevented more than 104 mil-
lion pounds of plastics from going to the landfill! That’s 2.9 billion 
individual water bottles worth of plastic for those of you keeping 
score at home! Adding to this bounty of benefit is the fact that 
2016’s numbers are exactly double the amount that was diverted 
last year. Clearly, even without the potential financial incentives at 
import, the industry is moving towards Benefit Fibers. 

Cotton tells a similar story of hope in 2016 with estimated 15% 
of its total international production coming from organic, recycled, 
reused, and/or Fair Trade (though the latter is technically not with-
in the scope of The Preferential Tariff Project). This shift resulted 
in an estimated 2.5 million acres of farmland being moved into 
sustainable management. No matter your politics, these are all 

“good” things. 
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PG.56 More than 2.5 million acres 
of cotton farms were moved into 
more sustainable management 
practices in 2016 as a result of or-
ganic, recycled, and Fair Trade 
cotton’s emerging popularity in 
the international marketplace. As 
one of the world’s biggest fashion  
consumers—and with some 98% of 
our apparel imported—the United 
States can help drive this change 
with our import tax code. Benefit 
Fibers could benefit us all. Organic 
cotton farming in Peru. Photo: Berg-
man Rivera PG.57 A herring boat 
off the coast of Nova Scotia, Canada. 
Nylon nets from boats like these can 
be regenerated into first grade cloth-
ing. Photo: Zak Bush

There is also the very real potential for job growth. Of course, 
there is already a domestic Benefit Fiber industry. Small but certain, 
this industry is largely based around organic cotton farming and, 
to a lesser degree, textile recycling. At first blush, it is easy to un-
derstand why easing import taxes on competing fibers would be 
a bad thing for these operators. However, when you consider that 
the lion’s share of that domestic product currently gets exported 
for milling, ginning, and manufacture, you realize quickly that the 
conflict isn’t quite so simple. 

Knowing this bit about the current export habits of our domes-
tic Benefit Fiber manufacturers, it is not hard to imagine how an 
increase in the industry’s overall use of something like organic 
cotton could and likely would promote growth within that sec-
tor here at home. It is along those same lines that a case can be 
made for Recycled Polyester or Recycled Nylon tariff reductions 
being a potential mechanism for job growth. Greater adoption of 
these materials by brands would absolutely promote growth of our 
domestic recycled fabric and thread production. And, should we 
see an uptick in this, it doesn’t take too much of a leap to imagine 
the potential for a related U.S. textile manufacturing industry to 
emerge, one that uses locally-sourced recycled plastic as its pri-
mary feedstock.  

Lastly, there is the regulatory aspect to the Preferential Tariff 
proposal that speaks directly to jobs and growth. Both business-
es and government bureaucracies would have to create depart-
ments and/or hire experts to help certify the program and ensure 
it effectiveness. There would need to be live bodies in the ports 
tasked with oversight, there would need to be an increase in outfits 
like the Textile Exchange who help define and enforce terms like, 

—>



PG.58 Connecting the rocks while 
connecting the dots along the shores 
of Lake Tahoe. Our play time in 
nature can be a wonderful doorway 
to awareness. California. Photo: 
Zak Bush PG.59  This sea won’t 
be here forever. Kids enjoying their 
day at the beach along the shores 
of the slowly disappearing Salton 
Sea. Southern California. Photo: 
Art Brewer 
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Organic and Regenerated and Recycled, and brands would need 
new players in their supply chains to maximize the benefits of the 
tariffs. In time, it would likely create an entirely new subset of work 
within the apparel industry.

Uncle Sam is, perhaps, the biggest loser in this proposal. With 
just shy of 98% of our domestic apparel industry being the result 
of imports, the loss of revenue for the federal government would 
be a very real thing. But how bad is this, really? Are governments 
meant to profit off our destructive behaviors or help us reform 
them? We are one of the biggest consumers of clothing in the 
world. Combine this with our severe import habits, fast fashion 
addictions, and population growth and the mixture becomes a 
ferociously toxic brew for Mother Earth.

—>

In 2015 alone, the U.S. threw out 14 million tons 
of fashion trash, the bulk of which will still be 
wasting away in a landfill generations after the 
death of whomever put it there. You simply 
cannot outrun this type of math. In apparel, 
true environmental stewardship must become 
the new normal. The consequences of doing 
otherwise are apocalyptic.

the bottom line is this:

We live on a miracle planet, and if we have any 
hope of keeping it that way, then some big things 
need to undergo some even bigger changes.  
The Preferential Tariff Project helps get us there. 
Looking for that proverbial “Thank You” from 
your grandchildren’s children? Preferred Tariffs 
for Benefit Fibers will make that happen a lot 
more effectively than cheaper taxes on DWR. 
The latter may actually one day earn us all  
a collective “F-you!” from future generations. 
 
What type of “good” do you want to be a part of?



“You have to hold yourself accountable for 
your actions, and that’s how we’re going to 
protect the earth.”   — julia butterfly 

hill, Badass Activist
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A Visual 
Exploration

Voices  
of Industry

The thought leaders, change makers,  
and activists that inspire. 
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“What we take, how and what  
we make, what we waste,  
is in fact a question of ethics.”
 —yvon chouinard, Patagonia (Founder)

“Energy, water, waste, chemical  
use—all of this gets reduced when  
you start using Benefit Fibers.”
 —jeff wilson,  NSF (Senior Business Development  

 Manager, Sustainability)

“Individual action by one brand will  
not create the scale and scope of 
change that we need in this industry.” 
 — anna walker,  Levi Strauss & Co. (Senior Director,  

  Global Policy and Advocacy)

“The Fashion Industry is at a rare inflection point where the solutions to our greatest 
challenges also represent opportunities for future prosperity.  Reducing our environmental 
impacts will simultaneously require courage, collaboration and consumer education to create 
the necessary systemic change.  This is a complex set of problems that must be approached 
with intelligence, empathy and optimism.”
 —CARRIE ELLEN PHILLIPS,  BPCM (Founding Partner)



“Business is getting in the way of environmentalism and 
health, and at some point that’s going to have to change.”
 —KELLY SLATER , Outerknown (Professional Surfer/Co-founder)

66 OUTERKNOWN

“If you look at how the food industry has 
evolved and shifted, it’s not one chef, or one 
farmer, or one supermarket choosing to  
align itself around different values. It’s a 
whole evolving system of consciousness.”
 —PAUL DILLINGER,  Levi Strauss & Co. (VP and Head  

of Global Product Innovation)  
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“In looking at waste as an 
entirely modern, man-made 
idea, I stopped viewing garbage 
as garbage and instead slowly 
started to see it as a commodity.”
 —TOM SZAKY,  TerraCycle (CEO/ Founder)

“I hope that, moving forward, 
sustainability isn’t seen as an 
added bonus for companies.  
It should just be the standard  
way of doing business.” 
 — YAEL AFLALO,  

Reformation (CEO/Founder)

“I had an epiphany after I had 
my first child; you want to do 
everything you can to keep your 
child healthy and safe.”
 — BRYAN LEE, Honest Company  

(Co-founder/former CEO)

“It’s not about the amount of 
wealth you can accumulate. It is 
about the impact and change  
you can create.” 
 —NEIL BLUMENTHAL, Warby Parker (CEO)

“Consumers want to know where 
their clothes are made. They want 
to know the factory. There is more 
and more desire to know where 
a product comes from and what 
impact it has.” 
 — MICHAEL PREYSMAN,  

Everlane (CEO)

“A fundamental interest in 
preserving the environment is,  
itself, fashionable.”
 — GIORGIO ARMANI,  

Giorgio Armani (Founder/Designer)

“We must invest 
love back into the 
supply chain.” 

 —stella mccartney, Stella Mcartney (Founder/Designer) 
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PEER–TO–PEER

Innovation is seldom achieved without collaboration. Similarly, inspiration is just as 
likely to come from your peers as it is to come from our planet. These truths are at 
the heart of the Preferential Tariff Project and at the heart of what we do everyday 
at Outerknown. We are not alone in our hopes for a better future in the fashion 
industry just like we are not alone in our hopes for a better future for our planet.

PG.63  This dark tower of rippled and 
roiling ocean is actually a frozen waterfall. 
Liquid as a solid. Change as a baseline. 
Found somewhere in the open ocean 
betwixt Antarctica and the southwest 
corner of Australia. Photo: Ray Collins 
PG.64  (Top) Sailing always leaves me 
with my head in the clouds, Mentawai 
Islands, Indonesia, 1998. Photo: Art 
Brewer. (Bottom) The moment is pregnant 
with the tension of a slabbing wave and 
the moodiness of a stormy sunrise over 
a cobalt sea. Change is unavoidable. 
Photo: Jon Frank PG.66–67  An ocean-
based life is too often a life lived on the 

front lines of pollution. It was his seaside 
views of this environmental degradation 
that helped spur Outerknown’s co-
founder Kelly Slater to create a clothing 
brand that puts the Earth first. Our 
experiences should always shape our 
personal business plans. At right, Slater 
fresh from the lineup in Fiji. Photo: Todd 
Glaser. At left, a couple fistfuls of beach 
trash collected by the champ himself. 
Photo: Zak Bush PG.69  Nature never 
stops evolving so why should we? The 
call to tread lightly on the earth can be 
heard just as clearly in the quiet beauty 
of a sunrise as it can in the roaring froth 

of a wind-whipped seascape. The need 
to work with the environment, instead 
of against it, is paramount to the human 
experience. (Top) a sky colored gore. 
Photo: Ray Collins. (Bottom) paddling on 
the moon. Photo: Todd Glaser PG.70 A 
slow walk towards the shoreline. A quiet 
moment of self-reflection. Black and 
blue. Light and white. The elements of 
our natural world are always conspiring. 
It is time for the fashion industry to do 
the same. Photo: Todd Glaser PG.71 It all 
started at Outerknown with the questions; 
What are we wearing and where does it 
come from? Co-founders John Moore 
(at left and curly haired) and Kelly Slater 
(at right and perfectly bald) asked those 
fateful questions several years ago and 
the answers have led us to create the 
Preferential Tariff Project working group. 
Photo: Zak Bush

“It’s not a normal practice for brands in the apparel industry 
to share ideas and innovations with others… the fashion 
industry likes to keep secrets… responsible innovation is 
something we should all share. We need to create a new 
baseline for how we operate in the industry.” 
 —john moore, Outerknown (Co-founder and Creative Director)
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At its best the Fashion Industry is innovative. We solve problems and 
create elegant solutions. We also have the distinction—as this book 
has showcased—of being among the most damaging industries to our 
environment. 

The good news is that we have many levers to pull to improve environ-
mental performance in the textile industry. Tariff legislation is a big one. 
If you currently have a global business model, then the Harmonized Tariff 
Schedule (HTS) is a daily part of your operations. What tariffs aim to do 
is level trade, balance priorities and/or raise revenue for governments. 
Sometimes, tariffs are also “preferential” in nature, meaning that they 
incentivize companies to use certain materials over others. 

Preferential tariffs exist on a myriad of commodities, from steel to fish, 
coffee to electronics, and they also apply to certain textiles such as those 
treated with the infamous Durable Water Repellent finish (DWR) that is 
discussed in the essay “Not All ‘Good’ is Created Equal” found on pg. 48. 

There is little doubt that this one tariff category, with its sizable rate 
reduction, has shaped the industry. In my career as a sourcing profes-
sional, I have specified a DWR finish even though I did not require its 
performance attributes. I did it to achieve a lower duty and improve 
company margins. And I am not alone; this is an everyday strategy in our 
line of work. When you factor in that America imports about 98% of all 
of our apparel and footwear, these tariffs quickly add up. It is therefore 
understandable why DWR coatings are ubiquitous, even though they 
are made from chemicals that our industry overwhelmingly agrees need 
to be replaced because of environmental concerns. Yes the lower tariffs 
levied on these chemically intensive products help companies achieve 
better margins—but they also further degrade the environment. That is 
a current reality in the global textile business.

Over the last two years as the Head of Sustainability and Supply Chain 
at Outerknown, I’ve formed a Preferential Tariff Project working group 
to study this challenge. Fueled by a grant from the Levi Strauss & Co.  
Collaboratory, we are set on proving the case for preferential tariffs for 
Benefit Fibers. It’s time to consider how to transform outdated textile 
tariff laws. Our environment, our public image, and our bottom line 
depend on it.

A Call-to- 
Action

Confessions from Our Chief Sustainability 
Officer and a Challenge to Our Peers

Words & Report: 
SHELLY GOTTSCHAMER 

Illustration: 
ANDREW HOLDER 
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It’s clear from our study group’s work so far that preferential tariffs 
for Benefit Fibers can help energize material innovation throughout 
the fashion supply chain. The financial reasons for these changes are 
as compelling as the environmental ones. 

What we need now are more partners: brands, companies, and industry 
groups that represent the breadth of the fashion industry. It’s time for 
all of us to join together in creating a critical mass for change. Favorable 
tariff rates exist primarily via lobbying efforts in the United States Con-
gress. Currently our group is working with administrators to launch our 
legislation. Brands with internal policy groups lending their expertise 
and manpower can amplify this process. Our cohorts must focus and 
advocate for reasonable textile tariffs that can be passed through Con-
gress and be signed into law.

Creating a commercial garment these days requires many hands and 
many partners. In the spirit of creativity and cooperation that makes the 
fashion industry a unique one, please join us as we work with Congress 
to make these much needed changes in current textile law.

The future is counting on us. 

This is an all hands on deck situation. We need every one 
of you to get involved in the Preferential Tariff Project. Real 
change takes real effort. Illustration: Andrew Holder

PG.75 (Above) light and wind textures combine somewhere in 
Fiji for a most psychedelic blur of possibility. Photo: Todd Glaser 
(Below) Austin Kino takes in the world outside his window while 
waiting for takeoff on an inter-island flight. Photo: Todd Glaser



“People know the price of everything 
and the value of nothing” 
 —oscar wilde, Poet & Playwright

Interested in the  
Preferential Tariff Project?

Want to see more  
Benefit Fibers in fashion? 

We need you.

Let’s keep the conversation going  
all the way to Washington D.C.

#BetterFibersBetterPlanet 
#BlueBook

Email us at  
BlueBook@Outerknown.com
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It is a privilege to get to create clothing for a living. But with 
this privilege comes responsibility. No longer can we deny the 
polluting realities of our industry. We must own this legacy 
and we must change it. And, like most big and important 
things, it must happen together.

ABOVE Repose, reflection, and not a breath of wind. Lake Tahoe, 
CA. Photo: Zak Bush PG.76 Up-close with the power of our 
planet. Photo: Ray Collins PG.78-79 Indeed the oceans of the 
world shape the land just as much as the land helps give shape 
to the oceans. The dance is forever. Na Pali Coast, Kauai. Photo: 
Bjorn Iooss



Always on the lookout for better days. Illustrations by 
Serena Mitnik-Miller (left) and Geoff McFetrdige (above).
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