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Endnotes

We all hear about sustainability and 
the local food movement, and we 

can see the positive eff ect this has had 
on the products available in grocery 
stores.  It’s time to start a discussion of 
sustainability as it applies to our other 
great love, fi ber. As handweavers, we 
have the power to make choices that 
will improve the sustainability of the 
textile industry, one thread at a time.    

Sustainability means creating prod-
ucts in a way that fulfi lls the ecological, 
social, and economic needs of both 
present and future generations. To 
produce yarns sustainably, we need to 
reduce the amount of chemicals and 
water used to produce raw materials, and 
we need to minimize the distance the 
raw materials have to travel. 

Currently, worldwide textile produc-
tion creates a huge amount of waste 
every year.  Th is includes the fabric 
left  over from cutting out clothing, 
pesticides and herbicides used during the 
fi ber production, high water usage for 
crop irrigation, and chemicals used in 
the manufacturing and dyeing processes. 
But there are alternatives. Organiza-
tions such as the Sustainable Cotton 
Project are developing methods to 
grow crops using fewer chemicals and 
less water. Manufacturing plants can 
choose less toxic processes and closed-
loop systems to recycle chemicals.  For 
example, yarns dyed with fi ber-reactive 
dyes don’t require the heavy metal 
mordants necessary with union dyes or 
natural dyes. (Natural dyes can actually 
produce more toxic waste than chemi-
cally created fi ber-reactive dyes.)

Buying local to minimize transport is a bigger problem at 
present. When we started Lunatic Fringe Yarns in 1992, it was 
easy to support local farmers and our regional textile industry.  
We used Georgia cotton, spun and mercerized in Tennessee and 
dyed in North Carolina.  Now, there is a patchwork of American 
dye houses and spinning mills that are struggling to stay in 

business, and all mercerized yarns come 
from overseas because the last mercer-
izing plant in the United States closed 
its doors in 2009.  But we buy locally 
when we can because we believe this 
helps to forge the links in a sustainable 
supply chain.  

Unfortunately, most sustainably 
produced fabrics and yarns cost more at 
present because the economies of scale 
aren’t in place. People at all levels are 
making fi nancial sacrifi ces for sustain-
ability.  Farmers are taking less for their 
crops, retailers are spending more to 
bring the yarns to the shelves, and 
customers are paying more for the 
fi nished yarns. But higher demand for 
sustainably produced yarns can im-
prove the economies of scale and bring 
prices down.  Organic food is becoming 
more aff ordable, so why not sustainably 
produced yarns?

Th ere is a growing movement in the 
textile community toward sustainability 
and environmental stewardship. People 
are organizing international confer-
ences to discuss the issues, farmers are 
trying innovative new practices, and 
consumers are becoming more aware of 
how their choices can make a diff erence. 
You can help encourage manufacturers 
and suppliers to make sustainable choic-
es by demanding information about 
where their fi ber comes from and how 
it was produced. Ask for yarns, fi bers, 
and textiles that are produced and dyed 
sustainably. Choose local when you can 
to support businesses that are regulated 
in ways that you have a say in and that 

provide local jobs. And until sustainability becomes the accepted 
normal, you can help show demand by choosing sustainably 
produced products, even if they cost a little more. 

Th e yarns you select for your stash should be beautiful 
and pleasurable to work with, but they should also be made 
with a thought for the world around us. Even small changes 
can add up. 

Michelle Belson and Katzy Luhring: 
A Yarn about Sustainability

TOP: Michelle Belson and Katzy Luhring of The Lunatic Fringe, 

with Colin and Isaac, part of the future generation of textile 

consumers. CENTER: Naturally colored cotton reduces the need 

for water and chemical use for dyeing. BOTTOM: Organizations 

such as the Sustainable Cotton Project (sustainablecottotn.org) 

are developing new farming methods that reduce chemical 

and water use. Here, SCP Field Scout Luis Gallego and grower 

Joe Del Bosque discuss a new crop.
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