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Executive Summary
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The group seemed to appreciate the 
diversity of a cross-industry, cross- 
stakeholder discussion bringing in a 
critical differentiator to existing efforts. 
This should be maintained and made a 
feature of future conversations. 

It was noted that there is scope to add 
more diverse participants both 
upstream i.e. those involved more 
directly in material resourcing and the 
manufacturing processes, (such as 
Aquafil etc.), and downstream (more 
consumer groups, water management 
and city representatives), as well as 
scientists directly focused on 
environmental research and impact of 
microfibres. 

It’s also useful to have representatives 
from adjacent industries or 
constituencies, in this case having 
Genoa city representatives providing 
the city / utility angle was really 
valuable. 

The group all seemed very engaged and 
keen to follow up. 

One of the most critical themes that 
recurred throughout the workshop was 
around lack of knowledge and the 
consequence that it’s hard to therefore 
understand how important this topic is 
relative to other sustainability issues – 
such as water conservation, emissions 
and climate change, plastic waste, 
microplastics in the food chain etc. 

This concern also led a few participants 
to worry that public communication on 
this topic needed to be rather nuanced – 
along the lines of “we’re not quite sure 
of the impact or reasons, but we’re 
working hard … in the meantime, here’s 
what you can do”. 

Accordingly, the idea of a “microfibre 
free t-shirt” was considered too 
ambitious to the group and a modified 
version was preferred: co-design a 
garment that is “as microfibre-free as 

possible using current tech and 
knowledge”. 

The group suggested to track the 
challenges around the manufacturing of 
a t-shirt, a jacket or similar garment 
through the supply chain. Using the 
infographic, a group could detail what 
we know, don’t know, and can influence 
at each step of the supply chain on 
microfibre shedding and toxicity. By 
bringing more knowledge together and 
highlighting areas of needed research, it 
would be possible to achieve that 
nuance and start to fill gaps, while 
engaging all players. 

One thing that was proposed but not 
discussed in great detail was the role of 
law and regulation. Extended producer 
responsibility for environmental 
impacts flowing from the garment 
industry, as an example – this should 
be on a future agenda.

Overarching conclusions of the workshop:  
1. The need for more research: The strongest challenge remains understanding the source and the 
dimension of the issue, which requires more industries to be included in the process. 

2. The need for clear messages: Communication to the consumer should be transparent about the lack 
of knowledge and focus its advice on investing in durable products and good practices. 

3. Rethinking the goal of designing a microfibre-free t-shirt: The idea of a “microfibre free t-shirt” 
appeared too ambitious to the group and a modified version was preferred: co-design a garment that is 
“as microfibre free as possible using current tech and knowledge”.  

4. Others suggested to showcase a t-shirt’s microfibre-footprint throughout the supply chain 
compared to a more durable one. The most consensual alternative seemed to be a live exhibition of the 
infographic to be able to reach a broad audience.
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The objective of the Innovation 
Workshop Series developed by The 
Ocean Race is to challenge industry 
leaders and experts to create and 
follow an impact-oriented roadmap 
that addresses the most pressing 
challenges affecting our ocean. 

The priority areas related to 
sustainable fashion and textiles are 
considered to be: 

1. Microfibres (and microplastics) 

2. Climate change (and carbon 
footprint) 

3. Circularity (end of life and longevity) 

Selected business leaders from the 
fashion and textile industry were 
convened to define a roadmap to clarify 
concrete and scalable steps that can be 
duplicated and realistically 
implemented within the timeframe of 
the next race (by 2022). 

The first workshop of this series 
focused on:  
 
Microfibre pollution - advancing our 
knowledge of challenges and building 
a common framework to address 
them. 
 
The general objective of this workshop 
was to suggest a roadmap addressing 
the most pressing challenges through: 

- Understanding the landscape of 
barriers 

- Identifying key enablers 

- Pinpointing new opportunities for 
collaboration 

- Setting ambitious targets and 
especially a tangible goal of 
collectively designing a microfibre-
free t-shirt as a symbolic 
achievement for the Ocean Race. 

The workshop started with a few 
introductory words from Anne-Cecile 
Turner who recalled the objectives of 
these industry-led workshops, 
designed as laboratories of opportunity 
for collaboration across industries and 
companies to develop solutions. In that 
respect, she showcased the fashion 
industry as an example of collaboration 
through the microfibre consortium. 
She finally highlighted the opportunity 
this race gave to implement good 
practices by the end of the race in 2022. 

The facilitator then took the floor to 
outline the agenda and present the 
general vision of this series of 
workshops aiming to address three 
different challenges of the textile 
industry regarding ocean pollution: 
microfibres (and microplastics), 
climate change (and carbon footprint) 
and circularity (end of life and 
longevity).  

The ultimate incubation project was 
proposed: achieve the production of a 
microfibre-free T-Shirt for the next 
edition of The Ocean Race (autumn 
2021 - summer 2022).

Objectives of this workshop 
and the series
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Session 1: The challenge of 
addressing the microfibre 
issue for the Fashion and 
Textile industries 

Keynote 1: The challenge of 
addressing the microfibre issue for 
the Fashion and Textile industries | 
Sophie Mather (The Microfibre 
Consortium, Co-founder and Board 
Chair) 

The first keynote highlighted in a 
short video the major media and NGO 
risk exposure for industries, 
especially as they lack reliable data on 
their impact (first leakage figures of 
190k tonnes per year now down to 3k 
tonnes a year for domestic use).  

Sophie also pinpointed two main 
challenges for the industry: getting 
an evidence-based quantification of 
microfibre shedding from the 
different stages of textile life-cycle 
and understanding that the landscape 
of research is still sometimes 
contradictory. To overcome those 

challenges, the consortium has been 
working on a cross-industry standard 
testing method to assess the 
shedding on each step of garment 
manufacturing. 

Three key actors were finally 
identified: companies (brands and 
retailers), supply chain partners and 
governments. 

The infographic produced by the 
consortium and used throughout the 
workshop to fuel discussions was 
then introduced by one of its 
members, Rebecca Johansson from 
Helly Hansen. She first presented the 
consortium created from the 
European Outdoor Group in 2015 with 
a group of textile and fashion brands 
and retailers. She then elaborated on 
the infographic they produced as a 
tool to help visualise the complexity 
of the issue. Each circle represents a 
stage of a garment’s manufacturing 
and life process. 

Different challenges were raised that 
address the issue of microfibre 

release, all linked to the lack of 
reliable data on: 

- Quantification of microfibre leakage 
and hotspots; 

- Quantification and understanding 
of the overall environmental impact 
of microfibre release; 

- Comparative impact studies of 
different materials, especially 
between natural and synthetic 
fibres.
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The discussion in detail 
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Group discussions: 

Discussions were held in mixed groups 
of 5-8 persons to identify main barriers 
to reducing microfibre release. 
Different types of barriers were 
identified with group feedback and 
placed on the infographic.  

Specific points were mentioned several 
times as priorities: 

1. Knowledge gaps and tipping points 
between research and action: 
Uncertainties regarding respective 
responsibilities in leakage were raised 
(cross-sector? Which segment of the 
supply chain?) as well as related 
financial responsibilities. In addition, 
the need for risk assessment of the 
impact of each material was once more 
raised in order to know how and 
whether to enforce solutions. 

2. Cultural: Consumer habits appeared 
for all as a main challenge, both in 

terms of washing and buying habits as 
consumers tend to favour novel and 
cheaper products over durable ones. In 
this regard, someone mentioned that 
lab testings were too disconnected from 
consumer habits. Difficulties to 
direct consumers towards better but 
more expensive material was deemed 
the biggest barrier as demand is needed 
to push the supply chain forward. If 
raising awareness was deemed 
paramount, issues of conflicting 
messages and complex balance of 
alternatives were raised. Finding the 
right message to spur demand is still an 
open question. 

Cultural barriers were also mentioned 
on the supply side with the idea that 
industries can create market switch 
towards more durable consumption by 
fostering repair solutions for instance. 
This idea was qualified by outdoor 
industry representatives who argued 
that a minority of their customers 
actually used those services (<1%) and 
they had to fight to keep repair services 

available. The discussion ended by 
emphasising the need to build a 
common message on durability of 
products and not sustainability to 
prevent customer’s suspicion over 
potential “greenwashing”. 

3. Regulation: A lack of state financial 
and regulatory incentives to design 
durable products was mentioned. 

4. Awareness: A lack of awareness and 
action in some industries such as the 
washing machines industry appeared, 
raising the risk of being the first mover. 
However, the power of media exposure 
was highlighted to raise awareness on 
specific issues to spur regulation or 
companies’ actions (e.g.: plastic bags). 

5. Reprocessing and recycling: 
managing existing clothing stock also 
appeared as an issue but was not 
further developed.
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Session 2: Key enablers of 
success in preventing 
microfibre and plastics 
release 

Keynote 2: The City of Genova 
developed a microplastic capture 
system on urban sewage with a start-
up called “MUDS” (Marine 
Underwater Depuration Systems). 
Representatives presented their 
research project of bio-filters 
installed in sewage to prevent 
microplastic leakage thanks to 
incorporation of micro-organisms 
present in the filters. However, the 
ability of this system to capture, 
retain and neutralise microplastic 
still needs to be evaluated by 
research, for which they seek 
funding. 

Group discussions 

This introduction was meant to raise 
the question of microplastics and 
microfibres’ end of life and showcase 
research and communication as a key 
enabler before splitting into four 
discussion groups. One theme was 
assigned to each group to fuel 
discussions about potential solutions: 

1. The first group was about aligning 
on evidence-base and impact. They 
pinpointed one major loophole 
research need to fill: aligning on 
measuring systems for each sector to 
be able to define the overall 
environmental impact of microfibre 
pollution, the impact of each segment 
of the value chain and to rely on 
trustworthy data. 

2. The second group focused on 
downstream mitigation actions which 
could be taken to reduce microfibre 
leakage. Different needs were 
highlighted: 

understanding how to capture 
microfibres with organisms eating 
them for instance (cf MUDS project) 
and developing campaigns around 
better washing, drying and garment 
treatments (e.g.: campaigns 
reminding not to wash filters in the 
sink). The issue of what to do with 
plastic once locked was also raised, 
and could possibly be turned into a 
communication tool to raise 
awareness and help people shifting 
away from plastic. 

3. The third group reflected on 
upstream material innovation raising 

different ideas related to mechanical 
strength of fibre, for example 
favouring continuous fibres; dying 
strategies exploring impacts of 
solution-dyed yarn as opposed to 
dyed white yarn; nature of yarn 
(longer yarn less likely to decompose 
into microfibres); use of recycled 
material in line with the example of 
fishing nets; or even pre-washing 
garments before selling them to catch 
some of the microfibre release. 

4. The fourth group focused on 
awareness raising and first agreed on 
the need to gather more players 
around the table to voice a stronger 
message: 
discussion groups and knowledge 
need to be more diverse and cross- 
sector in order to reach more people. 
On the communication side, public- 
facing worldwide communication 
campaigns voicing a single message 
around changing consumption habits 
were mentioned. The idea of a 
consumer-facing infographic of 
domestic leakage from different 
sources over the years emerged, 
showcasing what could be done in 
each dimension to reduce it.
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Implications for 
next steps & 
roadmap building 
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Main conclusions of the workshop: 

1. The need for more research: The strongest challenge remains 
understanding the source and the dimension of the issue, 
which requires more industries to be included in the process. 

2. The need for clear messages: Communication to the 
consumer should be transparent about the lack of knowledge 
and focus its advice on investing in durable products and good 
practices. 

3. Rethinking the goal of designing a microfibre-free t-shirt: 
The workshop ended on feedback collection on the idea of 
collectively achieving a symbolic micro-fibre free t-shirt by the 
end of the race. The idea of a “microfibre free t-shirt” appeared 
too ambitious to the group and a modified version was 
preferred: co-design a garment that is “as microfibre free as 
possible using current tech and knowledge”.  

Others suggested to showcase a t-shirt’s microfibre-footprint 
throughout the supply chain compared to a more durable one. 
The most consensual alternative seemed to be a live exhibition 
of the infographic to be able to reach everyone more easily. 

Implications for building a Roadmap 

1. Do not duplicate the numerous numbers of initiatives that 
have built legitimacy to develop technical contents on the 
issue but rather build from them. 

2. Continue working with the group to gather existing 
knowledge (including research and science) in a structured 
way that can lead to relevant operationalisation of priority 
actions.  

3. Build campaigns and support communication of best 
practices with a B2B focus.  

4. This could lead to a B2C oriented approach of 
communication to support industry participants with the 
activation of communication materials on best operational 
and technical options to reduce microfibre leakages.
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The Ocean Race  

Point of contact: 
Mairéad O’Donovan 
Science & Learning 
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