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Sustainability Poses As A Double-Edged Sword For 
Luxury Labels But An Increasing Number Of Brands Have 
Joined In On The Effort, Albeit Slowly But Surely
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When it comes to the world of luxury, 
sustainability might not necessarily be the 
order of the day. After all, as high-end retailers 
manufacture their goods, they not only have to 
source for the best craftsmen in the trade, but 
also for the best raw materials.

Unfortunately, the latter has in many cases left 
an undesirable impact on the world we live in 
today. Thick jungles of the Amazon are stripped 
away in the name of rearing cattle which produce 
high-quality leather. Mines are rummaged 
through for precious gold and jewels. There are 
also other damaging results from the production 
chain, from the slim pay cheques given to the 
workers to the amount of 
waste incurred.

However, we have arrived at an age where an 
increasing number of independent agencies, 
environmental watchdogs and individuals are 
becoming more concerned with the world which 
we live in today and its seemingly bleak future. 
They are standing up and putting luxury brands 
are under the spotlight, asking “What are you 
doing to help keep this planet from drying up?”.

Writer Ottavia Pelloni’s article published on 
Interbrand’s website entitled Is Green the New 
Black? Are Luxury Brands Becoming Truly 
Sustainable? poignantly states that the issue 
of environmental sustainability in the world of 
luxury remains a sensitive one. While it is true 
that many purveyors of luxury have dabbled 
in some type of corporate social responsibility 
projects or the other, these are mainly in areas 
outside of their domain.

Luxury labels have to start looking at their own 
production methods in order to really drive a 
systemic change. “Because of the scarcity of raw 
materials and the special production techniques 
required to create luxury products, for example 
leather, the production lines of luxury brands 
strongly impact the environment,” writes Pelloni.

However, all is not lost and the journey towards 
a greener world of retail is just beginning. Within 
this scenario, Pelloni points out that there are 
two main characters – David and Goliath. The 
former refers to novice brands that build their 
business around a core of sustainability which 
thus gives them the flexibility and power to stick 
to their mission. Meanwhile, the latter alludes 
to the juggernaut names of luxury. Despite their 
differences, both the “Davids” and “Goliaths” 
have made laudable progress in the pursuit 
of sustainability.
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Over the past few years, there 
has been a wave of “Davids” or 
eco-centric designers that have 
surfaced in the fashion world, 
gaining recognition not just for their 
respectable ethics but also for their 
chic sense of style. An example is 
Parisian label Veja, founded in 2008 
by Sébastien Kopp and François-
Ghislain Morillion. Together the 
duo design stylish trainers and 
accessories made completely from 
organic materials that undergo 
ethical processes.

Beyond their keen vision of style, 
Kopp and Morillion established 
an economic chain driven by 
sustainability from start to finish. 
Veja products are fashioned using 

and ask questions about how you 
make that dress, where you make that 
dress, what materials you’re using. 
I think that’s far more interesting, 
actually,” says the authority on 
sustainable style. “I think that the 
way to create sustainable fashion 
is to keep asking these questions 
while making sure to make desirable, 
luxurious, beautiful clothing 
and accessories”.

Unlike their younger counterparts, the 
“Goliaths” in the retail industry own 
economic chains which have been 
established for decades, and are not 
that simple to alter. However, this 
particular situation has led to the birth 
of companies that are geared towards 
advising luxury brands on how to 

organic cotton purchased from 
farmers in the northeastern region 
of Brazil, wild rubber sourced from 
the Amazon forest and vegetable-
tanned leather. The company also 
channels resources that would have 
been otherwise spent on marketing 
towards fair pay to the farmers and 
producers, and never produce 
surplus stock.

Kopp’s and Morillion’s method 
of operation echo the mantra of 
another eco-conscious designer who 
has been making strides with her 
creations - Stella McCartney. “It’s 
really the job of fashion designers 
now to turn things on their head in a 
different way, and not just try to turn 
a dress on its head every season. Try 

Veja's rubber 
is ethically 
sourced from the 
Amazon

Veja products 
are made from 
organic cotton
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Age CEO Nicola Giuggioli shared 
that the initiative was initiated when 
Firth was handed a challenge upon 
the announcement of her husband’s 
nomination for an Oscar award in 
2009. “Firth’s friend, sustainable 
pundit Lucy Siegle, challenged her to 
wear a ‘green gown’ on the red 
carpet. And so the Green Carpet 
Challenge was born,” the article 
quotes Giuggioli. 

Several iconic names in the 
luxury domain hopped onboard the 
GCC including revered Swiss 
maison, Chopard.

Chopard’s GCC project The 
Journey saw the brand forging a 
philanthropic relationship with the 

Alliance for Responsible Mining, a 
non-government organisation that 
supports artisanal and smaller-scale 
gold miners and helps ensure that the 
natural resources of which they build 
their livelihood on are protected.

The result of Chopard’s initiative was 
a special range of stunning haute 
joaillerie pieces, named the Green 
Carpet Collection. The first pieces 
from the collection – a cuff and a pair 
of earrings – made their debut at the 
acclaimed Cannes Film Festival 2013.

incorporate sustainability in their 
measures while adding value to their 
brand and improving their bottom 
line. It’s a win-win situation for both 
the environment and the company.

One such firm is Eco-Age, a brand 
consultancy firm based in London, 
which has worked with labels that 
include Pucci, Ermenegildo Zegna and 
Giorgio Armani.

The firm is also responsible for the 
Green Carpet Challenge, an initiative 
that is widely celebrated in the 
fashion circle. It was launched in 
2009 by Eco-Age creative director, 
Livia Firth, the wife of British actor, 
Colin Firth. In an article on the 
Sustainable Brands website, Eco-

Kopp and Morillion
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Earrings from the Green Carpet Collection

body detail of the bracelet
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They were unveiled by Chopard 
co-president and artistic director, 
Caroline Scheufele, and Livia Firth. 
The cuff and earrings bore an elegant 
design composed of an ornate 
pattern and details, and were later 
donned by French actress Marion 
Cotillard as she ascended the 
festival’s famed red carpet steps. The 
pieces of jewellery were crafted using 
white gold that was derived from 
South American community mines 
before being refined in a foundry that 
focuses on fair-trade raw materials. 
Meanwhile, the dazzling diamonds 
that were used were sourced from 
IGC Group, a prominent name in the 
global diamond industry, and the 
Responsible Jewellery Council.

Since the debut of the two ethereal 
pieces of exclusive jewellery, Chopard 
has proceeded to add more pieces to 
the Green Carpet Collection. The most 
recent was a pair of earrings worn by 
thespian Cate Blanchett at the Golden 
Globe Awards where she clinched the 
Best Actress award.

Although Eco-Age has found 
partnerships in other high-end luxury 
brands, the firm has realised that it 
needs to work towards creating more 
permanent changes in a brand’s 
economic chain in order to really drive 
forth resounding changes in 
the industry.

Hence, last year the new GCC Brand 
Mark was launched alongside the 
unveiling of the first products to bear 
the certification, a Zero Deforestation 
luxury leather bag collection by Italian 
label Gucci that was distributed in 
the U.S. and Europe. The range of 
bags was designed by Gucci creative 
director Frida Giannini and comprised 
of a top-handle tote, a hobo bag 
and a New Jackie bag. It was the 
first collection of leather goods to 
be given the Rainforest Alliance 
certification, which stated that it met 
both benchmarks of environment 
and social justice. Each individual 
bag from the collection not only 
bears the GCC Brand Mark, but also a 
Passport that details its sustainable 
credentials.

While efforts by Gucci and Chopard 
have been well-praised, the truth 
is that many luxury brands are not 
willing to be as open about their 
efforts in sustainability. According 
to a study conducted by American 
marketing services company Ryan 
Partnership, many consumers 
displayed varying understandings as 
to what sustainability meant to them. 
Due to this, brands are not willing 
to jeopardize the relationship with 
their established customer base by 
revealing sustainability efforts in the 
event that these initiatives are not in 
sync with what the clientele defines 
as sustainability.

This leads to the second interesting 
find that surfaced in the study: half 
the respondents expressed the 
need for some type of certification 
that would measure the level of 
sustainability of a product. This would 
thus provide potential buyers with 
a gauge of how the item was made 
and what type of impact the process 
left on the environment. Meanwhile, 
this would also provide those on 
the marketing end an opportunity to 
state exactly how sustainable their 
products are.

Hence, this is where a certification 
much like the GCC Brand Mark 
plays a pivotal role. It helps to 
create verification for the discerning 
consumer and opens up the 
opportunity for other certifications 
to be created, compelling luxury 
brands to take initiative as well as to 
be candid about their concerns on 
sustainability. It is a step towards 
the world that Firth, Giuggioli and 
undoubtedly many others want 
to see. “I would love to see luxury 
brands competing on sustainability. 
There should be fierce competition on 
who creates the best initiatives, the 
most sustainable products,” Giuggioli 
was quoted. “We need to change 
our thinking of sustainability and its 
opportunity as a differentiation tool”.

Gucci Green Carpet Challenge


